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Preface

“Though a hundred Khampas die,” goes a Tibetan proverb, “there are still a thou-
sand Khampa children.” While it is true that a disproportionate number of
Khampa tribesmen have died in the revolts since the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, defiance against Chinese subjugation has become a defining characteristic
of Tibetans from all clans and ethnic backgrounds.

The following is a story of how the U.S. government, primarily through the
Central Intelligence Agency, came to harness, nurture, and encourage that
defiance in one of the most remote covert campaigns of the cold war. This is not
the first time that it has been told. Indeed, some of the details—such as apoc-
ryphal tales of CIA case officers chanting Tibetan Buddhist mantras to seek
solace—have become cliché. Two former CIA officials have even published books
on Tibet after clearing the agency’s vetting process.

This take on the Tibet story is different. As much as possible, it is told on the
record, through the people who managed and fought in the program: from CIA
case officers to Tibetan agents to Indian intelligence officials to proprietary air-
crews. Many are going public for the first time; many, too, are offering details
never before revealed.

It was our intent to tell the story objectively from all angles, especially from
the Tibetans’ viewpoint. Through their own words and deeds, it becomes possi-
ble to cut down the inflated caricatures many Westerners have been fast to paint
and thus see the Tibetans as they should be seen: as fallible mortals replete with
moments of defeatism, selfishness, and brutal infighting.

Telling the story in this manner is important for several reasons. First, the
Tibet saga is an important chapter in the CIA’s paramilitary history. In Tibet, new
kinds of equipment—aircraft and parachutes, for example—were combat tested
under the most extreme conditions imaginable. New communications tech-
niques were tried and perfected. For many of the case officers involved in this
process, the Tibet campaign was a defining moment. Not only did the Tibetans
win over U.S. officials with their infectious enthusiasm, but the lessons learned
in Tibet were used by these officers during subsequent CIA campaigns in places
like Laos and Vietnam. Tibet, therefore, became a vital cold war proving ground
for CIA case officers and their spy craft.

Second, the story told in these pages is properly placed in the context of the
country where most of its programs were staged: India. In past renditions of the
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X  THECIA’S SECRET WAR IN TIBET

Tibet campaign, India’s role gets barely a mention, if at all. In reality, Tibet led
Washington and New Delhi to become secret partners over the course of several
U.S. administrations; even when relations appeared to be particularly strained
during the era of Richard Nixon, there remained a discreet undercurrent of intel-
ligence cooperation. With an understanding of this secretive dimension to Indo-
U.S. ties, American involvement in the subcontinent suddenly appears far more
nuanced and pragmatic.

Finally, the CIA’s secret campaign in Tibet was a vital part of contemporary
Tibetan history. Though the agency’s assistance was small in absolute terms—
the Dalai Lama’s older brother, Gyalo Thondup, has since derided it as “a provo-
cation, not genuine help”—it proved pivotal during several key moments. Were
it not for the CIA’s radio agents, for example, the Dalai Lama might not have
arrived safely in exile. And in his early years on Indian soil, the Dalai Lama relied
on CIA assistance to get settled. Though the CIA-supported guerrilla army in
Mustang proved ineffectual on the ground, the mere fact that there were Tibetan
troops under arms was a significant boost to morale in the refugee community.
All these factors helped carry the diaspora and its leadership through the dark-
est years of exile when their cause might otherwise have been forgotten. That the
free Tibetan community has been able to survive and even thrive—arguably, the
Tibetan issue has a higher profile today than at any time since the 1959 flight of
the Dalai Lama—is owed in no small part to the secret assistance channeled by
the United States.

This book is based on both written sources and extensive oral interviews. The
written sources were gathered primarily from the Foreign Relations of the United
States series, as well as releases in the Declassified Documents Reference System
and relevant media transcripts recorded by the Foreign Broadcast Information
Service. For oral sources, Tashi Choedak and Roger McCarthy were particularly
helpful in arranging initial contacts with several key participants. Others that
deserve special mention are Dale Andradé, Chue Lam, Harry Pugh, MacAlan
Thompson, John Dori, and Tom Timmons. John Cross assisted with locating
sources in Nepal. Frank Miller generously provided documents on the People’s
Liberation Army in Tibet.

As with the two other books we coauthored, the attention to detail in these
pages is a reflection of James Morrison and his passion for history. Sadly, itis the
last time we can appreciate his talents. Before the publication of this work, Jim
passed away. With his passing, I lost a dear friend and colleague who can never
be replaced. I truly hope this meets his exacting expectations, and it is in his
memory that this book is lovingly dedicated.



1. Contact

Even after stripping away centuries of myth and cliché, Tibet still invites hyper-
bole. This is largely due to its being situated on real estate best described by
superlatives. Averaging almost five kilometers above sea level and covering an area
the size of the American Southwest, it is surrounded by some of the planet’s high-
est mountain ranges: the Himalayas to the south, the Karakoram to the west, the
Kunlun to the north. Within these imposing natural borders, most of northern
and western Tibet—a third of the country—is a barren mountain desert of wind-
blown dunes crusted with salt deposits. Life in these parts is barely present, nor
welcome. In the northeast—in a zone known among Tibetans as the province of
Amdo—the terrain is akin to the Mongolian steppes, with its grassy veneer sus-
taining a sparse population of hardy alpine animals. In the southeast quadrant—
known as Kham—Tibet drops slightly in altitude, and the topography devolves
into the exaggerated slopes, impossibly narrow valleys, and gnarled conifers nor-
mally associated with Chinese watercolors.

It is the central plateau, however, that has become synonymous with the land-
scape of Tibet. Encompassing the provinces of U and Tsang, it is a harsh, rocky
land of hypnotic beauty where, because of the altitude, light seems to intensify
color and detail. Here is a world where animal life copes through unique adap-
tations: an indigenous breed of horse with double the lung capacity of its low-
land cousins, or a species of beetle containing a glycerol “antifreeze” that lets it
function in the snow.'

The cultures of Tibet reflect these various ecosystems. In the northern and
western deserts, the parched, frigid dunes have traditionally kept the region free
of human habitation, save for transient trade caravans. To the northeast, the sparse
population of Amdo finds little recourse on the steppes other than to eke out a liv-
ing as seminomadic herdsmen—or marauding bandits that prey on the same. In
the southeast, residents of Kham make the most of river valleys, using them for
both pastureland and terraced agricultural plots. Tall for Asians and often lack-
ing the Mongoloid eye fold (giving them a passing resemblance to American Indi-
ans), Khampas have earned a reputation for being clannish, courageous, and
socially unpolished. This has not stopped them from making their mark as
accomplished traders, plying their goods in China, India, and other parts of Tibet.”

Once again, it is in the central plateau where stereotypical Tibetan culture can
be found. Clustered around arable meadows, inhabitants of this zone focus on
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2 THECIA’S SECRET WAR IN TIBET

animal husbandry and growing the most robust of crops, such as barley. Central
Tibetans at one time also boasted a formidable martial spirit; in the late eighth
century, they conquered territory as far south as the Indian plains and as far west
as the Muslim lands of the Middle East. Although such prowess has since been
replaced by spiritual introspection, central Tibetans have maintained a lock on
the country’s political power. Dominating the thin upper strata of Tibet’s reli-
gious bureaucracy and lay aristocracy, they often assume a pampered, elitist air
toward the more rural Khampas and Amdowas.

Despite such diversity, all the peoples of Tibet share two basic historical truths.
The first is the prominent role of religion in daily life. All Tibetans are believed to
have descended from nomadic tribes in the eastern part of central Asia. However,
itis not their common ethnic stock but rather a shared devotion to a unique brand
of Buddhism—blending metaphysical teachings from India and indigenous Bon
shamanism—that has lent them a unifying identity. With its rich pantheon of
demigods and demons filling a complex cosmology, Tibetan Buddhism is a
superstitious and highly ritualized set of beliefs that permeates society. Tradi-
tionally, more than a quarter of Tibet's male population—usually one son in every
household—chose a life of religious celibacy. Within this number, specialized
monks came to serve in such diverse roles as servants and athletes. Their sprawl-
ing monasteries not only doubled as houses of worship and learning centers but
also held sway over vast manorial estates that managed the bulk of national eco-
nomic output. Three-quarters of the national budget, in turn, was dedicated to
education for the priesthood and maintenance of religious institutions.’

Religion even came to replace Tibet’s need for more traditional forms of
diplomacy. Beginning with the Mongols in 1207—and succeeded by the Manchus
in the eighteenth century—there arose an enduring priest-patron symbiosis
whereby the suzerain of mainland Asia was largely held at bay in exchange for
Tibetan spiritual tutelage.

The second historical truth is that geography has been Tibet’s savior. Occu-
pying a strategic crossroads at the heart of the Eurasian landmass, Tibet has been
coveted for centuries by surrounding empires. As a consequence, despite its
priest-patron accommodation with the suzerain, it has repeatedly suffered the
humiliation of occupation by various neighbors.

Subjugation of the Tibetan population is a wholly different matter. Owing to
its high altitude, invaders from the lowlands invariably weaken in Tibet’s thin
air. Aside from more lasting incursions onto the edge of the Amdo plains or
across the Kham river valleys, foreign expeditions against the central plateau
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CHINA

XINJIANG PROVINCE

The historical divisions of Tibet

soon found the cost of sustaining a military presence prohibitive, affording the
Tibetan heartland extended periods of de facto independence.

By the start of the twentieth century, however, these historical truths were
under pressure. The Manchu dynasty, crumbling from within and fraying at the
periphery, had its nominal control over Tibet challenged in 1904 by a British
expedition staging from India (England, vying with Russia for imperial
influence, wanted to extract trading privileges from the Tibetan government).
Looking to salvage at least the appearance of authority, the Manchus geared up
for a military drive onto the plateau and by 1910 were occupying the Tibetan cap-
ital of Lhasa.

Just as quickly, Tibet won a reprieve. In 1911, the Han Chinese—who consti-
tuted the majority of the population under Manchu domination—rebelled against
their non-Han dynastic overlords. The following year, the last Manchu emperor
abdicated the throne and was replaced by a provisional Chinese republican gov-
ernment. Almost overnight, imperial garrisons across the former empire started
to revolt, enticing some of the frontier territories to proclaim independence.

This put Tibet in a fix. For centuries, Tibetans had had few qualms about their
priest-patron quid pro quo with the Mongols and Manchus. But now facing a
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secular republican regime, Tibetans felt no compulsion to continue this arrange-
ment with the Han Chinese. Seizing the opportunity, they declared full auton-
omy and evicted the Chinese garrison in Lhasa. At the same time, Chinese troops
in Kham began deserting their posts en masse.

Unfortunately for Lhasa, it was not to be a velvet divorce. Suddenly empow-
ered, the republicans had little intention of forfeiting the irredentist claims of
their predecessors. Briefly regrouping in neighboring Szechwan Province, the
Chinese headed back into Kham. With equal determination, they dispatched a
second task force on a southwest bearing from Amdo toward the Tibetan heart-
land. This latter move came easily for the republicans. Since the eighteenth cen-
tury, much of Amdo had fallen under the control of local chieftains—primarily
Hiu Muslims—loyal to the Manchu empire. Now these Hiu were encouraged by
the republicans not only to directly impose their will across Amdo but also to
send troops toward central Tibet.

Facing twin threats, the Tibetans looked to fight back—not with religion, as
in the past, but by force of arms. The trouble was that Tibet had nothing
approaching a military force in the modern sense of the term. For generations,
Lhasa had seen little need for a standing army. Among the 3,000 men it retained
as a glorified border force, the weaponry was antiquated and training virtually
nil. This was especially true of the officer corps, where senior rank was doled out
as a favor to nobility.

Scrambling to bolster this paltry force, Tibet approached the British in India
and found a mildly sympathetic ear. A shipment of new rifles was rushed across
the Himalayas; despite the limited number of weapons, they proved a decisive
factor when Lhasa not only stopped China’s offensive in Kham but actually
pushed it back in some sectors. A cease-fire was called in 1918, with Kham
bisected into Chinese and Tibetan sectors of influence along the Yangtze River.
Along the Amdo frontier, too, an accommodation was reached with the Hiu.

The truce was not to last. In 1928, Chiang Kai-shek’s regimented Kuomintang
party took the reins of power within the republican government. Stoking Han
nationalist sentiment, the Kuomintang reemphasized the goal of a unified
China—including Tibet. To realize this goal in part, that same year it announced
plans to formally absorb Amdo and Kham as the new Chinese provinces of Tsing-
hai and Sikang, respectively.

In the case of Amdo, Muslim warlord Ma Pu-fang—a loyalist from the early
days of the republic—immediately complied with Kuomintang wishes and
assumed the seat as Tsinghai governor. In Kham, consolidation was more
difficult. Using Khampa clan rivalries as a pretext for intervention, the Chinese
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were involved in skirmishes during 1930. After a slow start, they gained momen-
tum and by 1932 were making headway across the zone.

Once again, the Tibetans won a reprieve. Facing an imperial Japanese inva-
sion of Chinese Nationalist territory in Manchuria, and not wanting to be dis-
tracted by a Tibetan sideshow, the Kuomintang allowed the Kham battle lines to
once again settle along the Yangtze. By the mid-1930s, most of Tibet was again
enjoying de facto independence.

For the next decade, the country’s isolation served it well. While most of the
world was consumed in World War II, Tibet shrewdly walked a neutralist tightrope
and emerged unscathed with its traditional way of life intact. It was by no means
a perfect existence, however. Tibet’s legions of monks were not above internecine
struggles that sometimes degenerated into divisive, bloody skirmishes. The reli-
gious bureaucracy oversaw a primitive criminal code—major crimes were pun-
ishable by mutilation—and enforced economic monopolies that made for an
exceedingly wide social gap. Moreover, Tibet’s spiritual leaders had shunned the
introduction of most Western innovations because they feared that modernity
would erode their central standing in society. Tibet, as a result, was the ultimate
dichotomy: a nation pushing the envelope in terms of philosophical and spiritual
sophistication, yet consciously miring itself in the technology of the Middle Ages.*

All this changed in early 1949. To the east of Tibet, a festering civil war in China—
pitting Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang Nationalists against communist insur-
gents under Mao Tse-tung—was fast coming to a head. Though better equipped,
the Nationalists were riddled with corruption and petty rivalries. By that fall, their
defenses were crumbling under the combined weight of ineptitude and relent-
less communist pressure. Looking to regroup, the Kuomintang leadership
escaped with 400,000 of its troops to the island sanctuary of Taiwan.

The communists lost no time filling the void. On 1 October, a victorious
Chairman Mao formally inaugurated the People’s Republic of China (PRC) from
a new capital in Beijing. Its grip, however, was far from consolidated. Besides
facing Nationalist strongholds on Taiwan and on the tropical island of Hainan
to the south, the PRC saw itself as heir to the Kuomintang claim over Tibet. Mak-
ing no secret of its intentions, on I January 1950 communist state radio declared
that the liberation of all three—Taiwan, Hainan, and Tibet—was the goal of the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) for the upcoming calendar year.

Of these objectives, Hainan—separated from China by a small strait and
home to only a modest Nationalist presence—was the easiest to realize. The com-
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munists placed elements of four divisions aboard junks and sailed them to the
island in April 1950. With little effort, Hainan was soon occupied.

The other targets posed major challenges. To conquer Taiwan, the PLA not
only had to cross a far larger strait but also had to contend with Chiang Kai-shek’s
concentrated defenses. Counting only limited amphibious and airborne forces in
its ranks, the communists—for the time being—could do little besides verbal
saber rattling.

Tibet posed a different set of difficulties. Like the Mongols, Manchus, and
Nationalists before them, the PLA had to confront both distance and altitude to
reach the central Tibetan plateau. With no drivable roads or airfields, trucks and
transport aircraft were of little help.

Still, there were compelling reasons for the PLA to go forward with a land-
grab against Tibet. For one thing, the communists had already absorbed Amdo.
They had also secured a solid foothold in eastern Kham, and the communists
outnumbered Tibetan troops across the Yangtze by a ratio of ten to one. For
another thing, the Kham citizenry was far from united. Though intensely devout
toward Tibet’s religious hierarchy on a spiritual level, most Khampas were prone
to interclan rivalries and were loyal to only their families, villages, or—at most—
districts. A sense of binding nationalist affinity toward Lhasa was usually lack-
ing—in no way helped by the ill-concealed chauvinism on the part of many
central Tibetans. Khampas, as a result, were apt to fall behind whichever side—
Lhasa or Beijing—offered the most attractive terms for absentee rule.

Nobody epitomized Khampa fence-straddling more than the wealthy Pan-
datsang family. Led by three brothers who had grown rich on Tibet’s lucrative
wool trade, the Pandatsangs were as renowned for their commercial skills as for
their fiery politicking. The eldest and most orthodox sibling, Yangpel, held sev-
eral senior Tibetan government titles and lived in the northeastern Indian town
of Kalimpong to help run the resident Tibetan trade mission. The second brother,
Ragpa, was the family ideologue who initially advocated Tibetan autonomy
within republican China (which made him exceedingly unpopular in Lhasa), then
tried to ingratiate himself with the advancing communists. Coming full circle,
in mid-1950 he was secretly sounding out an accommodation with the Tibetan
authorities west of the Yangtze. The youngest brother, Topgyay, was a charis-
matic firebrand and former officer in the Tibetan military who had led a failed
putsch against Lhasa in 1934; he was now hedging the family’s bets by offering
Beijing support for any PLA invasion of western Kham.

Such waffling was not limited to the Pandatsangs or even the Khampas.
Indeed, the PRC could take comfort in the fact that half measures and general
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confusion had characterized the Tibet policy of key foreign powers for decades.
England, for one, paid lip service to “Tibetan autonomy under Chinese
suzerainty” but remained cool to giving Lhasa all the aid it wanted or needed.
India (which gained its independence from England in 1947) also spoke sympa-
thetically about autonomy but had difficulty embracing Tibet with gestures more
substantive than symbolic.*

Whereas British and Indian policy on Tibet often meandered between word
and deed, it was nothing compared with the mental whiplash caused by the diver-
gent views within the U.S. government. Not until World War 11 did Washington
seriously explore the implications of a U.S.-Tibet relationship. Almost immedi-
ately, this resulted in a schism among policy-making bodies. On one side was
the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), America’s wartime spy agency, and the U.S.
mission in New Delhi, both of which advocated good-faith gestures toward
Lhasa. This mind-set was behind the December 1942 visit to Tibet by two OSS
officers—Captain Ilya Tolstoy and Lieutenant Brooke Dolan—ostensibly to sur-
vey an Allied supply route to China through Tibetan territory. Opposing such
moves were top State Department officials who, out of deference to America’s
Chinese allies, did not want to stray from U.S. recognition of what the Kuo-
mintang declared was its sovereign jurisdiction.

For the duration of World War II, these two camps pursued separate and often
conflicting agendas. For a brief period after the Allied victory, OSS pragmatism
fully gave way to the countervailing pro-China bias. But by the summer of 1949,
with Kuomintang defeat in the Chinese civil war seen as increasingly likely, the
United States belatedly entertained thoughts of a policy shift. The impetus for
this rethinking came from American diplomats in both India and China, who
suggested that the United States weigh the advantages of courting Tibet before
control was forfeited to the communists.

Back in Washington, policy makers were not swayed. Even when members
of the Tibetan cabinet made a desperate plea for U.S. assistance in gaining mem-
bership in the United Nations that December, Secretary of State Dean Acheson
flatly discouraged the idea, for fear that it might force Beijing’s hand and result in
a quick takeover. Although Washington might not have liked the idea of losing
Tibet to communism, it appeared loath to do anything to stop it.*

None of this was lost on the PRC. By the beginning of 1950, the PLA had
secretly charged its Southwest Military Command with the task of consolidating
control across Kham. After massing east of the Yangtze early that spring, patrols
crossed the river in late May. Apparently intent only on testing Tibetan resolve,
the Chinese soon halted the probes and resumed a riverside stare-down.
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Beijing had reason to pace its moves. Within a month after the May incursion
into Kham, the other side of Asia grew hot as North Korean troops spilled into
South Korea. For the next few months, communist columns sliced easily through
the southern defenses and nearly reached the bottom of the peninsula. But after
winning a United Nations mandate of support, U.S.-led reinforcements rushed
to the front and by 1 October had the North Korean army reeling back toward the
PRC border.

For Beijing, the turn of events in Korea was both a setback to the worldwide
communist movement and a direct threat to its frontier. Throughout the month
of September, statements out of the PRC grew increasingly shrill with each defeat
of its North Korean ally. But with world attention now focused on East Asia,
North Korea’s misfortunes created an opportunity in Tibet. At the end of the first
week of October, China ordered 20,000 of its troops to “realize the peaceful lib-
eration of Tibet.”’

In Lhasa, the Chinese incursion shook Tibet’s authorities to the core.
Although vastly outnumbered, the Tibetan army theoretically could have
exploited Kham’s rugged topography to force a protracted guerrilla campaign.
Squandering this advantage, it chose instead a strategy that hinged on the con-
ventional goal of defending the town of Chamdo. It was hardly an enlightened
choice. Situated on the western bank of the Mekong headwaters, Chamdo was
isolated and exposed. This allowed the PLA to traverse the Mekong at multiple
points and easily cut the town’s avenues of retreat. On 19 October, after a pathetic
defensive showing by the local garrison, Chamdo surrendered to Chinese con-
trol. After the Tibetan commissioner-general was taken prisoner, he promptly
signed over the rest of Kham to the PRC.

Though Tibet was on the ropes, the world barely took notice. This was
because within a week after Chamdo fell, Beijing made good on its saber rat-
tling and dispatched a massive intervention force to the Korean peninsula.
Staggered by waves of PLA infantry, United Nations troops were forced to
retreat south.

With global attention fixed on Korea, the PLA pondered its next move in
Tibet. Although China could take satisfaction in how easily it had taken Kham,
the Korean conflict had forced the PRC to push forward its timetable and initi-
ate the Tibet operation before adequate preparations were complete. For exam-
ple, Tibet still lacked a transportation network to support a military occupation
of the central plateau. Moreover, it was late in the season, and the combination
of snow and altitude would work against the PLA’s lowland troops. For the
interim, then, Beijing’s rule hinged on co-opting Tibet’s existing monastic struc-
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ture. In particular, it needed to secure support from the kingdom's most power-
ful figure, the Dalai Lama.

If religion is the lifeblood of Tibet, the Dalai Lama is its heart. A by-product of
Tibet’s priest-patron relationship with the Mongols, the title of Dalai Lama orig-
inated in the sixteenth century when a prominent monk, or lama, met ranking
Mongol chieftain Altan Khan. In an inspired exchange, the lama declared that
the Mongol was an incarnation of a great warlord from an earlier time, while he
himself was the incarnation of that warlord’s spiritual adviser. By flattering the
khan in this manner, the lama was looking to win critical Mongol support for his
particular sect of Tibetan Buddhism. The khan was duly impressed and bestowed
the monk with the title Dalai—a partial Mongolian translation of the lama’s
name—and he was thereafter known as the Dalai Lama.*

In naming himself an incarnation, the Dalai Lama was not breaking new the-
ological ground. Already, the practice was entrenched among prominent Tibetan
monasteries for reasons of statecraft. By using divination to identify a child as
the reborn spirit of a recently deceased—and celibate—senior lama, the sects
could retain a sense of order in the succession process for their chief abbots. The
Dalai Lama took this a step further, posthumously naming two earlier monastic
leaders as his first and second incarnations.

When the third Dalai Lama died, a search commenced for his reborn soul.
Having already won considerable favor with the Mongols, the sect looked to
cement that support by shrewdly naming Altan Khan’s great-grandson as the
fourth incarnation. The tactic worked: by the time the fifth Dalai Lama came to
power, he was able to count on firm Mongol backing to spread both his religious
and his temporal authority across Tibet.

The fifth Dalai Lama then asked his subjects to make an extraordinary leap
of faith. Besides calling himself an incarnation of previous sect leaders, he boldly
declared himself the earthly manifestation of one of Tibet’s most popular divini-
ties, the Bodhisattva of Compassion. Again, this had precedent: many other Asian
rulers of the period—in Cambodia and Indonesia, for example—claimed simi-
lar celestial authority.

Coming to the fore during a golden era in Tibet’s history, the fifth Dalai Lama
fit easily into the role of god-king. Subsequent Dalai Lamas, however, did not
have it so good. Several were murdered in their prime, and most retained power
for only a few short years. Most, too, oversaw only theological decisions; politi-
cal control remained firmly in the hands of a powerful bureaucracy.
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It was not until the turn of the twentieth century that the Dalai Lama—by then
in his thirteenth incarnation—again became Tibet’s undisputed religious and
temporal leader. By all measures, it was a critical juncture in Tibetan history.
Coming off a decade of self-imposed isolation, the country had devolved into a
technological backwater. Moreover, several foreign powers—the British,
Manchus, and even Russians—were all anxiously knocking at its gates.

Faced with these developments, Tibet’s conservative bureaucracy had few
answers. The thirteenth Dalai Lama, in contrast, met the challenge by offering a
relatively warm welcome to the introduction of modern innovations. He also
proved a canny survivor, twice eluding capture by fleeing abroad during a pair of
short-lived foreign invasions.

By the time the thirteenth Dalai Lama died in 1933, he left behind a mixed
legacy. Despite early momentum, most of his attempts at modernization were
ultimately stymied by the religious elite. The country, as a result, had yet to
emerge from its primeval status. Still, Tibet was arguably enjoying greater inde-
pendence than at any time over the last few centuries.

It was with this benchmark fresh in Tibetan minds that religious search
parties scoured the kingdom for the Dalai Lama’s reborn spirit. In 1937, their
quest came to an end. In a small Amdo farming village, a precocious two-year-
old was identified as their ruler’s fourteenth incarnation. After being brought to
the capital—where he immediately became the subject of national adulation—
the boy began intensive monastic schooling. Under normal circumstances, he
would have continued his studies until the age of eighteen before being for-
mally invested with secular authority. But after Beijing’s invasion of Kham in
October 1950, Tibet feared an imminent move against the central plateau. Des-
perate, the Tibetan government waived three years of preparation and on
17 November officially recognized the fifteen-year-old Dalai Lama as the king-
dom’s supreme ruler.

Though bright and energetic, the youthful leader was a most unlikely savior.
Despite being better read than most of his cloistered predecessors, he was
unversed in diplomacy and had no ready solution to counter the approaching
Chinese juggernaut. Compounding his quandary was the fact that his ecclesias-
tical court of advisers was divided on how to deal with the PRC. Many senior
lamas were inclined to negotiate away most of Lhasa’s trappings of autonomy—
in economic, national security, and foreign policy, for example—in exchange for
a free hand in internal affairs. Such thinking was understandable, given that
recent Tibetan history was rife with examples of Lhasa’s muddling through
unscathed from similar foreign threats.
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Other Tibetan officials—Iled by Thupten Woyden Phala, a close assistant of
the Dalai Lama, and Surkhang Shape, one of the country’s few foreign envoys—
were far less willing to concede their newfound freedoms. This faction had been
behind the appeal for support at the United Nations in late 1949. Ignored the first
time, Tibet again petitioned the world body in November 1950 to take up its case
against Beijing’s aggression. Once more, however, Tibet received little sympathy.

Finding deaf ears among the international community and fearful of capture
if he remained in Lhasa, the Dalai Lama responded in the tradition of his imme-
diate predecessor: he fled the capital. Disguised as a layman and escorted by an
entourage of 200, he stole out of Lhasa on the night of 20 December and worked
his way south toward the border town of Yatung, just twenty-four kilometers
from the princely protectorate of Sikkim.

As this was taking place, American diplomats in neighboring India did what they
could to monitor the Dalai Lama’s movements. Perhaps none took a greater inter-
est than the U.S. ambassador to India, Loy Henderson. Dubbed a “quintessen-
tial Cold Warrior” by one Foreign Service officer under his watch, Henderson had
long harbored deep concern for Tibet, especially the threat of PRC control extend-
ing across the Himalayas. As far back as the summer of 1949 he had lobbied for
a more proactive U.S. policy toward Lhasa to offset this feared Chinese advance,
including sending a U.S. envoy from India to the Tibetan capital and leaving
behind a small diplomatic mission.®

Despite the ambassador’s expressed urgency, Washington dragged its feet
on approving any bold moves. Frustrated, Ambassador Henderson felt that the
stakes were growing too high to afford continued neglect, especially after the
Dalai Lama reached Yatung in early 1951. Unless there was some immediate
future indication of moral and military support from abroad, he cabled Wash-
ington on 12 January, the youthful monarch might leave his kingdom and render
ineffective any future resistance to Chinese rule.'

But if the exile of the Dalai Lama posed problems, Henderson saw it as prefer-
able to having him return to Lhasa. To prevent the latter, the ambassador took
the initiative in March to pen a letter to the monarch. Written on Indian-made
stationery and lacking a signature—thereby affording the United States plausi-
ble deniability if it was intercepted—the note implored the Tibetan leader not to
move back to the capital for fear that he would be manipulated by Beijing. The
letter further urged the Dalai Lama to seek refuge overseas, preferably in the pre-
dominantly Buddhist nation of Ceylon (now Sri Lanka).
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Informing Washington of the note after it had been written, Henderson was
in for a surprise. Finally coming around to his way of thinking, the State Depart-
ment lent its approval to the scheme, with only minor editorial changes. Two
copies of the anonymous appeal were eventually printed: one carried to Yatung
by Heinrich Harrer, the Dalai Lama’s Austrian tutor who had fled Lhasa shortly
before the monarch’s departure, and the second turned over to a Tibetan digni-
tary in Kalimpong during mid-May. Those forwarding the letter were told to dis-
creetly convey that it came from the U.S. ambassador.

The Dalai Lama did not take long to respond. On 24 May, his personal rep-
resentative sought out U.S. diplomats in Calcutta to clarify several points regard-
ing potential exile. Among other things, the monarch wanted to know if
Washington would grant him asylum in America and if the United States would
extend military aid to a theoretical anti-Chinese resistance movement after his
departure from Tibetan soil. He also wanted permission for his oldest brother,
Thubten Norbu, to visit the United States.

Before the United States could respond, a shock came over the airwaves on
26 May. Three months earlier, the Dalai Lama had dispatched two groups of
officials to China in a desperate bid to appease Beijing and keep the Kham inva-
sion force at bay. Arriving in the Chinese capital by mid-April, neither group had
been authorized by the Dalai Lama to make binding decisions on the kingdom’s
behalf. Despite this, several weeks of stressful talks took their toll: on 23 May,
all the Tibetan emissaries lent their names to a seventeen-point agreement with
China that virtually wiped out any prospect of an autonomous Tibetan identity.

When news of the pact was broadcast three days later over Chinese state
radio, it was a devastating blow to the Dalai Lama. Knowing that the monarch
would be under mounting pressure to formulate a response to Beijing, Hender-
son received approval on 2 June to grant U.S. asylum to the Dalai Lama and a
100-man entourage—provided both India and Ceylon proved unreceptive. Wash-
ington was also prepared to provide military aid if India was amenable to trans-
shipment. Finally, Henderson was authorized to extend U.S. visas to Thubten
Norbu and a single servant, though both had to pay their own expenses while in
America.

Given the fast pace of events, the embassy decided to send a U.S. diplomat to
Kalimpong to deal directly with Tibetan officials at their resident trade mission.
These officials were shuttling to and from the Dalai Lama’s redoubt at Yatung,
and this offered the fastest means of negotiating with the isolated monarch.
Because Kalimpong fell within the purview of the American consulate general in
Calcutta, Vice Consul Nicholas Thacher was chosen for the job."
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There was a major stumbling block with such indirect diplomacy, however.
The United States was looking to advance its Tibet policy in a third country, and
that country—India—had its own national interests at heart. Despite being con-
demned by Beijing in 1949 as the “dregs of humanity,” New Delhi was doing its
best to remain on good terms with China. This precluded Indian officials from
being taken into Washington’s confidence. Thacher, therefore, needed to nego-
tiate in the shadows.

With little time to concoct an elaborate charade, the American vice consul
prepared for the long drive from Calcutta. Taking along his wife, young child,
and nanny as cover, Thacher was to explain his Kalimpong trip as a holiday
respite if questioned by Indian authorities. Before leaving, he was coached in the
use of a primitive code based on the local scenery. Because his only means of
communicating from Kalimpong was via telegraph—no doubt monitored by
Indian intelligence—he would rely on this code to send updates to the Calcutta
consulate.

Heading north, Thacher and his family drove thirteen hours to the hill sta-
tion of Darjeeling. Like other British hill resorts, Darjeeling had been a summer
capital for British colonial administrators looking to escape the sweltering low-
lands. Like other hill stations, too, the town had earned fame as a recreation cen-
ter for the social elite; its grand lodges and scenic gardens were set against the
breathtaking backdrop of Kanchenjunga, the world’s third tallest mountain. Dar-
jeeling was further renowned for producing the champagne of teas; picked from
Chinese bushes grown on the surrounding estates, British connoisseurs rated
the local leaves as the best in the subcontinent.

Driving another fifty kilometers east, Thacher pulled into Kalimpong on
15 June. Compared with Darjeeling and its amenities, Kalimpong ranked as a
minor resort. Still, the town factored prominently in the trans-Himalayan econ-
omy because for generations it had served as the final destination for mule car-
avans hauling products—primarily wool—from Tibet. At any given time, there
was a significant community of Tibetan merchants in town, making it a logical
site for that country’s only overseas trade office.

After dropping off his family at an inn run by Scottish expatriates, Thacher
had little trouble locating the Tibetan mission. Entering, he introduced himself
in English to the ensemble of officials. Sizing up the lone youthful diplomat,
they reacted with collective disappointment. “They were expecting more,” he
surmised."

Given few specific instructions, Thacher set about explaining the U.S. offer
to grant asylum and material assistance. Very quickly, the vice consul was struck
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by the lack of realism displayed by Lhasa’s envoys. “There was a sense of the
absurd,” he later commented. “They were talking wistfully in terms of America
providing them with tanks and aircraft.” Thacher did his best to downplay expec-
tations before taking his leave and making his way to the telegraph office to send
a coded report to Calcutta. “It probably amused the Indian intelligence officers
who were monitoring the transmissions,” said Thacher. “They never raised the
issue with us, probably because they thought it would not amount to much and
was not worth the trouble of souring Indo-U.S. relations.”"

If this was the case, the Indians were right. Hearing of the latest U.S. prom-
ises, the Tibetans found little reason for cheer. The offer of U.S. asylum, for
example, was to be granted only if Asian options were exhausted, even though
the Dalai Lama was adamant that he wanted exile only in America. Military aid,
too, was moot, because it was contingent on Indian approval—a near impossi-
bility, given New Delhi’s desire to maintain cordial ties with China.

About the only bright spot in the U.S. proposal was the visa for the Dalai
Lama’s oldest brother. Twenty-nine years old, Thubten Norbu was an important
Tibetan religious figure in his own right. As a child, he had been named the
incarnation of a famed fifteenth-century monk. Studying at the expansive Kum-
bum monastery not far from his home village in Amdo, Norbu had risen to chief
abbot by 1949. When Amdo was occupied by the PLA that fall, he came under
intense Chinese pressure to lobby his brother on Beijing’s behalf. Feigning com-
pliance, he ventured to Lhasa in November 1950. But rather than sell the PRC, he
presented a graphic report of Chinese excesses in Amdo."

Because Beijing no doubt viewed Norbu’s act as treachery, the Dalai Lama was
anxious to see his brother leave Tibet. He succeeded up to a point, spiriting
Norbu to Kalimpong by the first week of June 1951. But with Indian Prime Min-
ister Jawaharlal Nehru doing his best to remain warm with the Chinese, there
was ample reason to suspect that the Indian authorities would soon make life
uncomfortable for him. The promise of a U.S. visa offered the chance for a timely
exit from the subcontinent.

Just when Norbu’s departure seemed secure, however, complications arose.
Neither he nor his accompanying servant had passports, and they had fled Tibet
with insufficient funds to pay for extended overseas travel. Thus, both of them
needed to quickly secure some form of sponsorship.

At that point, the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) stepped forward with
a ready solution. By coincidence, only weeks earlier the agency had inaugurated
the perfect vehicle for discreetly channeling financial support to persons like the
Dalai Lama’s brother. On 18 May, the San Francisco—based Committee for a Free
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Asia (CFA) had been formally unveiled to the public as a means to “render effec-
tive assistance to Asians in advancing personal and national liberty throughout
their homelands.” The committee’s charter further declared its intention to assist
noncommunist travelers, refugees, and exiles in order to “strengthen Asian
resistance to communism.” Left unsaid was the fact that the committee was
made possible by financial assistance from the CIA."

The plight of Thubten Norbu meshed perfectly with the committee’s goals.
On 18 June, the embassy in New Delhi was informed that full sponsorship of
Norbu’s U.S. visit would be assumed by the CFA. If quizzed by the press, Norbu
would allegedly be seeking medical treatment for rheumatism of the legs and
might also use the opportunity to take English language classes at the University
of California at Berkeley, near the committee’s headquarters. 't

With the sponsorship issue resolved and using temporary Indian iden-
tification papers (New Delhi, eager to avoid diplomatic embarrassment, had facil-
itated a quick departure), Norbu arrived in Calcutta on 24 June with plans to catch
a flight to the United States within two weeks. Before leaving, he met with mem-
bers of the U.S. consulate and was informed that Washington would support a
third Tibetan appeal to the United Nations, provided the Dalai Lama publicly dis-
avowed the 23 May agreement with China. Norbu assured the diplomats that his
brother, despite his curious silence to date, did not approve of the May pact and
was still intent on seeking overseas asylum."

As scheduled, Norbu departed India on 5 July. Accompanying him was his
loyal servant Jentzen Thondup. Two years Norbu’s senior, Jentzen hailed from a
neighboring village in Amdo and had tended to his master since the latter’s
schooling at Kumbum. Neither spoke much English, though they carried a guide-
book written forty-two years earlier by an Indian Baptist missionary. Landing in
London in transit, they reportedly answered questions at the immigration counter
with such inappropriate retorts as, “There are a great many landlords under the
British.”"®

From London, the pair continued to New York. Getting off the plane, they were
shocked to be greeted by a white man speaking their native Amdo dialect. Their
chaperone, Robert Ekvall, had a fascinating personal history. Born in 1898 on the
China-Tibet border near Amdo, Ekvall had grown up speaking Chinese and
Tibetan. After primary school, he worked as a missionary among the Chinese,
Muslims, and Tibetans in that area. In 1944, he joined the U.S. Army as a China
area expert and served in that country as a military attaché near the end of the civil
war. Given his unique linguistic ability and cultural sensitivity, Ekvall was put on
retainer by the CFA to assist Norbu for the duration of his stay in America.
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As his first order of business, Ekvall escorted Norbu and Jentzen for a night's
rest at New York’s posh Waldorf-Astoria. Reporters curious about the new arrivals
were fed the bromide about Norbu’s rheumatism and intended study at Berke-
ley. In reality, the Tibetans were whisked the following day to Washington for
meetings with State Department and CIA officials.

Norbu had arrived at a critical juncture. By the close of June, Thacher and his
family had concluded their faux vacation and returned to Calcutta. In order to
maintain coverage in Kalimpong, Thacher was to be replaced by another con-
sulate official. Given that assignment was Robert Linn, head of the small CIA
base in Calcutta.

By chance, several weeks earlier, Linn had happened across a key Tibetan con-
tact. While exploring Calcutta by foot, he had taken note of an Asian woman and
three men dressed in ornate ethnic attire who had taken up residence near the
consulate. Striking up a conversation with the group, Linn received a windfall
when he learned that the woman was Tsering Dolma, the elder sister of Norbu
and the Dalai Lama. She had been in Calcutta since early 1950 seeking medical
treatment."”

When Linn got orders to proceed to Kalimpong, he immediately sought out
Tsering Dolma, who agreed to escort him and assist with introductions. Despite
her company, however, he found the Kalimpong crowd of little help in swaying
the teenage monarch and his conservative courtesans across the border at Yatung.
On 11 July, Linn passed word to the Calcutta consulate that the Dalai Lama
intended to return to Lhasa in ten days.?

With time running short, officials in Washington imposed on Norbu to trans-
late a message for the Dalai Lama into Tibetan. This, along with two more
unsigned letters prepared by the U.S. embassy in New Delhi, was quickly for-
warded to Yatung. Embassy officials even flirted with fanciful plans for Heinrich
Harrer, the monarch’s former tutor, and George Patterson, an affable Scottish
missionary who had once preached in Kham, to effectively kidnap the Dalai Lama
and bundle him off to India.

All these efforts were to no avail. On 21 July, the monarch heeded advice chan-
neled under trance by the state oracle and departed Yatung on a slow caravan
back to the Tibetan capital. Still unwilling to concede defeat, American diplo-
mats continued to smuggle unsigned messages to the Dalai Lama while he was
en route. Trying a slightly more bold tack, Ambassador Henderson received
approval on 10 September to write a signed note on official government letter-
head. Tibetan representatives in India were allowed to briefly view the document
the following week and verbally convey its contents to their leader. The United
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States, read this latest message, was now prepared to publicly support Tibetan
autonomy. In addition, Washington vowed to assist an anti-Chinese resistance
movement with such material as may be “feasible under existing political and
physical conditions.”

Even if the Dalai Lama’s interest was piqued by the latest round of promises,
it was probably too late for him to act. He arrived in Lhasa during mid-August,
and PLA troops were sighted in the capital by early the following month. On
28 September, the Tibetan national assembly convened to debate the controver-
sial seventeen-point agreement signed the previous May. Less than one month
later, confirmation was sent to Mao Tse-tung that the kingdom accepted the
accord. Tibet was now officially part of the People’s Republic of China.



2. Tightrope

On 13 February 1952, Thubten Norbu and his chaperone-cum-translator Robert
Ekvall arrived at Foggy Bottom for a meeting with the new assistant secretary of
state for Far Eastern affairs, John Allison. The reason for the tryst was the arrival
of a secret letter from the Dalai Lama addressed to his eldest brother.

Messages from the Tibetan leader had come before, but nothing like this. In
marked contrast to the urgency of earlier communications, the Dalai Lama was
now subdued and measured. Four months after the Tibetan government had con-
ceded on the seventeen-point agreement with Beijing, the monarch was now
clearly hedging his bets. The Chinese were thus far being “correct and careful,”
he wrote, and he was determined to treat them in kind. As if to offset any per-
ceived tilt toward Beijing, the letter instructed Norbu to maintain contact with
U.S. officials and not allow for any “misunderstandings.”

That Tibet’s spiritual leader was writing in such pragmatic terms was not nec-
essarily bad news at the upper echelons of the State Department. It had been se-
nior department officials, after all, who had kept Ambassador Henderson at bay
for so long. Now using the Dalai Lama’s own sentiments as cover, Allison had
no need to apologize when he assured Norbu that the United States remained
sympathetic but noncommittal. Allison went further, advocating that the United
States not invite undue attention to Tibet by making any public statements.'

Although Allison was effectively writing off Tibet, Norbu saw it otherwise.
Judging from the pleasantries exchanged around the room, he logically con-
cluded that the Americans concurred with the Dalai Lama’s approach. Offering
thanks to Allison, he departed.

It would be another three months before Norbu was back in contact, this time
offering a decidedly different spin on events in his homeland. Allegedly tapping
his own private sources, he claimed that the Dalai Lama was continuing with a
long-term master plan to appear compliant with China’s wishes while secretly
organizing resistance against them. Tibetans in the capital, he claimed, had
recently sworn oaths of allegiance to the Dalai Lama and affirmed their opposi-
tion to the Chinese.

Hearing this news, State Department officials in Washington admitted that
they had little ability to verify its validity. Norbu, after all, had a vested interest in
making it sound as if his brother were playing the Chinese according to a clever
script, not the other way around. Still, the department’s China desk thought that

18
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there was enough circumstantial evidence indicating that the Chinese in Tibet
were encountering difficulties. On the pretext that the United States should allow
China to make further missteps, the desk counseled continued restraint from
both public statements and attempts to contact persons in Tibet who might be
making the first move toward organizing an anticommunist resistance. Taking
a pen to the margin of the source text, Assistant Secretary of State Allison wrote,
“l agree.”

With those words, any residual thoughts of an activist Tibet policy by Wash-
ington entered into full remission. Plans to come to Lhasa’s defense—overtly or
covertly, verbally or physically—were shelved. Norbu himself lost relevance; in
short order he left Washington for a brief English course at Berkeley before trav-
eling to Japan for the 1952 conference of the Buddhist World Fellowship. While
in Tokyo, both Norbu’s sponsorship by the Committee for a Free Asia and his
Indian identification papers expired.’ In a telling rejection, his application for
readmission to the United States was turned down, stranding the Dalai Lama’s
sibling in Japan as a gilded refugee.

Although Washington had no intention of coming to Tibet’s assistance, it still
needed to keep apprised of events in the region. In the summer of 1952, how-
ever, Tibet was more inaccessible than ever. Much as Ambassador Henderson
had lamented a year earlier, most reports forwarded from the New Delhi embassy
were either unreliable extracts from the Indian press or “wishfully warped”
official views from the government of India.* One notable exception was the
unique window provided by the princely state of Sikkim.

A sparsely populated cluster of mountains roughly half the size of Connecti-
cut, Sikkim appeared to be an unlikely font of information. But squeezed among
India to the south, Nepal to the west, Tibet to the north, and Bhutan to the south-
east, it sat at the crossroads of the Himalayas. Sikkim also possessed several key
mountain passes linking the Indian lowlands to the Tibetan plateau. These fea-
tures attracted the attention of the British, who absorbed the territory in 1817 as
an appendage to their vast Indian holdings.

~ Over the next 130 years, the British afforded Sikkim semiautonomous status
and allowed its royals to remain in effective control. Since the sixteenth century,
a line of chogyal, or “heavenly kings,” had been both temporal and spiritual rulers
of the state. Devotees of the same stylized form of Buddhism practiced in Tibet,
these Sikkimese kings presided over an elite caste with its share of palace
intrigue—some of it deadly. In the eighteenth century, for example, a half sister
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of the reigning chogyal helped assassinate the king by opening an artery as he
rested in a hot tub; she was later strangled with a scarf for her treachery.

It was with this traditional system of leadership intact that Sikkim approached
the mid-twentieth century. By 1947, however, its future was suddenly in doubt.
The British were gone, and a new set of Indian authorities had come to power in
New Delhi. Although the princely states were theoretically entitled to declare
their independence, in reality, the Indian leadership was making every attempt
to entice them into a federal republic.

Sikkim was one such case. Beginning in 1947 and continuing for the next
three years, its royals scrambled to salvage some form of autonomy that would
safeguard their exalted status. Unfortunately for Sikkim, its reigning monarch,
Maharaja Tashi Namgyal (Britain had insisted on the change from chogyal to the
lesser term maharaja, or prince, to keep Sikkim'’s leader on a par with other rulers
across the subcontinent), was hardly in a position to negotiate. An inscrutable
recluse, he frittered away most of his time painting and meditating.’

The job of negotiating with the Indians went to the prince’s son and heir
apparent, Palden Thondup. Commonly known as the maharaja kumar, or crown
prince, he was a relative newcomer to politics. Recognized at birth as the rein-
carnation of his late uncle, he appeared destined for a monastic life. But after the
untimely death of his elder brother during World War II, he suddenly moved up
the succession ladder and was thrust into government service.

Charming and well educated—he had spent time at a British college—the
crown prince quickly assumed all governing responsibilities from his father. In
1947, he ventured to New Delhi to initiate talks with the Indian government.
Through force of personality, he was able to win a three-year stay on any deci-
sion about Sikkim’s integration into the republic. In early 1950, he again ven-
tured to New Delhi. If anything, his audience had grown more fickle in the
interim. The previous year, the Indian government had granted generous auton-
omy to the neighboring kingdom of Bhutan, and it was reluctant to make con-
cessions to yet another Himalayan territory.

Undeterred, the crown prince, then only twenty-seven years old, persisted
with a convincing legal pitch that the special privileges extended by the British
set Sikkim apart from the other princely states. The result was a December treaty
whereby the protectorate of Sikkim was free to manage domestic matters but
allowed India to regulate its foreign affairs, defense, and trade.

The Sikkimese royals saw leeway in this pact. Though prohibited from mak-
ing independent foreign policy, they believed that it was still within their right to
retain a degree of international personality. This held obvious appeal for the
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United States, which appreciated Sikkim’s unique perspective on Himalayan
events, on account of its royals being related by blood and marriage to the elite
in neighboring Bhutan and Tibet. But it also meant walking a fine diplomatic
tightrope, as American contact with the Sikkimese ran the risk of agitating India.
In the spring of 1951, the U.S. consulate in Calcutta gingerly tested the waters.
The Chinese had already invaded Kham, and Larry Dalley, a young CIA officer
who had arrived in the city the previous fall under cover of vice consul, was eager
to collect good intelligence on events across the border. He knew that two mem-
bers of Sikkim’s royal family frequented Calcutta and would be good sources of
information.
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The first, Pema Tseudeun, was the older sister of the crown prince. Popularly
known by the name Kukula, she was the stunning, urbane archetype of 3
Himalayan princess. Her contact with American officials actually dated back to
1942, when she had been in Lhasa as the teenage wife of a Tibetan nobleman,
OSS officers Tolstoy and Dolan had just arrived in the Tibetan capital that Decem-
ber and were preparing to present a gift from President Franklin Roosevelt to the
young Dalai Lama. The gift was in a plain box, and the two Americans were
scrambling to find suitable wrapping. “I came forward,” she recalls, “and
donated the bright red ribbon in my hair.””

For the next eight years, Kukula had it good. Married into the powerful
Phunkang family (her father-in-law was a cabinet official), she now had consid-
erable holdings in Lhasa. After the Chinese invasion of Kham, however, all was in
jeopardy. Leaving many of her possessions back in Tibet, she fled to the safety of
Sikkim. There she became a close adviser to the crown prince, accompanying her
brother to New Delhi that December to finalize their state’s treaty with India.

The second royal in Calcutta, Pema Choki, was Kukula’s younger sister. Bet-
ter known as Princess Kula, she was every bit as beautiful and sophisticated as
her sibling. Kula was also married to a Tibetan of high status; her father-in-law,
Yutok Dzaza, had been a ranking official at the trade mission in Kalimpong. Both
Kukula and Kula were regulars on the Indian diplomatic circuit. “They came to
many of the consulate’s social functions,” remembers Nicholas Thacher, “and
were known for their ability to perform all of the latest dance numbers.”®

Not all of that contact, CIA officer Dalley determined, was social. After
arranging for a meeting with Princess Kukula at his apartment, he asked her if
she thought the Tibetans might need anything during their current crisis. Kukula
suggested that they could use ammunition and said that she would bring a sam-
ple of what they needed to their next meeting. True to her word, the princess
appeared at Dalley’s apartment bearing a round for a British Lee-Enfield rifle.
She also mentioned that waves of Tibetan traders came to India almost quarterly
to get treatment for venereal disease (a scourge in Tibet) and to pick up food ship-
ments for import. Particularly popular at the time were tins of New Zealand fruits
packed in heavy syrup.

Based on this information, Dalley devised a plan to substitute bullets for the
fruit. He went as far as pouching Kukula’s bullet and a sample tin label to CIA
headquarters—all to no avail. “They laughed at the scheme,” he recalls.’

Later that spring, the U.S. consulate in Calcutta again turned to the Sikkimese
royals for help. At the time, the Dalai Lama was holed up in the border town of
Yatung, and CIA officer Robert Linn was brainstorming ways of facilitating indi-
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rect contact with the monarch. Two of those he asked to assist in passing notes
were Kukula and Kula. Although the Tibetan leader ultimately elected not to go
into exile, it was not for want of trying on the part of the princesses."

One year later, Sikkim'’s royals once more proved their willingness to help.
InJune 1952, Kukula approached the consulate with an oral message from the
Dalai Lama. She had just returned from a visit to her in-laws in Lhasa, and
although she had not personally seen the Dalai Lama, she had been given infor-
mation from Kula’s father-in-law, Yutok Dzaza, who had been in Lhasa at the
same time, circulating among senior government circles." Kukula quoted the
Dalai Lama as saying that when the time was propitious for liberation, he hoped
the United States would give material aid and moral support. Kukula also passed
observations about food shortages in Lhasa and about the desperate conditions
of the vast majority of Chinese troops in that city. "

To maintain the flow of such useful information, the consulate continued its
discreet courtship of the Sikkimese sisters. Part of the task fell to Gary Soulen,
the ranking Foreign Service officer in Calcutta. In September 1952, Soulen
obtained Indian approval to visit Sikkim for a nature trek. Venturing as far as the
Natu pass on the Tibetan frontier, Princess Kukula accompanied him on the trip
and imparted more anecdotes about the situation in Lhasa."”

CIA officials, too, were looking to make inroads. Kenneth Millian, who
replaced Larry Dalley in October 1952 under cover as vice consul, counted the
Sikkimese as one of his primary targets. By that time, however, the Indians were
doing everything in their power to obstruct contact. On one of the rare occasions
when he got permission to visit the Sikkimese capital of Gangtok, for example,
New Delhi leaked a false report to the press that the American vice president—
not vice consul—was scheduled to make an appearance. As a result, entire vil-
lages turned out expecting to see Richard Nixon. “Discreet contact,” lamented
Millian, “became all but impossible.”"

Occasional trysts with the Sikkimese were conducted by another CIA officer
in Calcutta, John Turner. Born of American parents in India, Turner spent his
formative years attending school in Darjeeling. He then went to college in the
United States, followed by a stint in the army and induction into the agency in
1948. For his first overseas CIA assignment, he was chosen in May 1952 to suc-
ceed Robert Linn as the senior CIA officer in Calcutta. Given his cultural back-
ground and fluency in Hindi, Turner was well suited for the job. “I felt very much
at home,” he later commented.

The Sikkimese, Turner found, needed no prompting to maintain contact. “They
offered us tidbits of intelligence to try and influence U.S. policy,” he concluded.
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“They were never on the payroll; they were not that sort of people.” Some of the
best tidbits came from the crown prince himself. “He was not the kind of per-
son comfortable in dark alleys,” quipped Turner. “He would make open, official
visits to the consulate, and was the guest of honor with the consul general.”"

As an aside to these visits, the prince would pass Turner relevant information
about Tibet. One such meeting took place in the spring of 1954 immediately after
the crown prince’s return from a trip to Lhasa. While in the Tibetan capital, the
prince had spoken with the Dalai Lama, whom he found unhappy but resigned
to his fate. Even more revealing, the Chinese had feted their Sikkimese guest by
showing off their new Damshung airfield north of Lhasa and had motored him
along a fresh stretch of road leading into Kham. Turner found the debriefing so
informative that he recorded the entire session and sent a voluminous report back
to Washington.'®

In retrospect, the crown prince had been made privy to the twin pillars behind
Beijing’s strategy for absorbing Tibet. Ever since it had first invaded western
Kham in late 1950, the PLA knew that it could not sustain its presence without a
modern logistical network. As the Chinese worked feverishly to complete this,
they retained the existing monastic structure—including the Dalai Lama—and
attempted to woo Tibet’s lay aristocracy. They were fairly successful in winning
support from the latter, especially since many aristocrats profited from the sud-
den influx of needy Chinese troops and administrators. "

This soft sell was not without its problems. In 1952, the Dalai Lama was pres-
sured into firing his dual prime ministers over alleged anti-Chinese sentiment.
There were also food shortages due to the presence of the occupying troops, as
well as the affront they represented to Tibetan prestige. Various forms of nonvi-
olent resistance—anonymous posters and sarcastic street rhymes were the pre-
ferred outlets—were already becoming commonplace in Lhasa.

Still, both the Tibetans and the Chinese had seen fit to abide by an unofficial
truce. This lasted up until Beijing’s transportation network was nearing com-
pletion. With the new option of rushing reinforcements to the Tibetan plateau,
the PLA had the flexibility of eclipsing carrot with stick.

Beijing wasted no time driving the point home. Just weeks after the crown
prince’s 1954 visit, the Dalai Lama was invited to the Chinese capital, ostensibly
to lead the Tibetan delegation to the inauguration ceremonies for the PRC’s new
constitution. Though many members of his inner circle were suspicious of Chi-
nese intentions, the young monarch—still determined to work within the
system—had little choice but to heed the call. He even made it a family affair,
bringing along his mother, three siblings, and a brother-in-law.
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On 11 July, the Dalai Lama and his 500-person entourage departed Lhasa.
Where possible, they took stretches of the partially finished road that wove east
through Kham. Once in Beijing, the visit started out well. Partial to socialist pre-
cepts, the Dalai Lama had few qualms with China’s economic direction; he had
already voiced support for radical land reforms at home, although the landed
aristocracy and religious elite had successfully thwarted implementation. The
Dalai Lama was also treated with respect by the upper echelons of China’'s com-
munist hierarchy; Mao Tse-tung, in particular, doted on the teenage monarch.

But it was Mao who made a major gaff that would cloud the entire trip. Tak-
ing the Dalai Lama aside to impart a bit of fatherly wisdom, the chairman likened
religion to poison. To a person who devoted his life to cultivating his spiritual
side—and whose people believed that he had one foot firmly in the celestial
world—this was blasphemy of the highest order.

Worse was to come. By the time the Dalai Lama headed home in the spring
of 1955, the road leading from Kham to Lhasa was fully finished. A second route
from Amdo to the capital was also complete. No longer feeling the need to be
tolerant, the Chinese introduced atheist doctrine in Tibetan schools. The PLA
also started disarming villagers in eastern Tibet prior to the implementation of
harsh agrarian collectivization; as firearms were a cultural fixture in Kham and
Amdo, their removal struck at a tenet of Tibetan tradition. As the Dalai Lama
wove his way west, several Khampa leaders presented his entourage with peti-
tions complaining of Beijing’s heavy-handed ways.

During that same time frame, a hint of the dissatisfaction brewing in Kham
reached the U.S. consulate in Calcutta via a different channel. John Turner, the
CIA base chief, had been approached by George Patterson for an urgent meeting
in the town of Kalimpong. Patterson, the Scottish missionary who had volun-
teered his services to the consulate in the past, was making the pitch on behalf
of Ragpa Pandatsang, the same activist from the wealthy Kham trading family
who had been alternately flirting with Lhasa and Beijing since 1950. Ragpa had
done reasonably well for himself under the Chinese—he was a senior official in
the town of Markham—but in a characteristic twist, he was now venturing to
India to quietly sound out noncommunist options.

Based on middleman Patterson’s request, Turner made his way to Kalimpong.
By that time, the hill town had drawn a sizable roster of eclectic expatriates. One
permanent fixture, Prince Peter of Greece and Denmark, was a physical anthro-
pologist who spent his time measuring skulls. There was also Dennis Conan
Doyle, who made a brief appearance in an unsuccessful bid to contact the spirit
of his late father, Arthur. Joining them were die-hard followers of the late
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Madame Helena Blavatsky, the debunked Ukrainian psychic whose nonsensical
Theosophist religion had the unenviable distinction of being one of the tenets
of the Nazi’s Aryan master race thesis."

Arriving at a house owned by the Pandatsang family, Turner waited outside.
Perfectly timed, Ragpa materialized from out of the dawn mist on the back of a
Tibetan pony. “He was apparently on his morning gallop,” recalls Turner, “and
he cut quite a figure.” Dismounting, the Khampa greeted the CIA case officer.
Patterson, who had befriended the Pandatsang family during his missionary days
in Kham, was on hand to act as translator. After brief pleasantries, Ragpa touched
lightly on the fact that the Khampas were looking for assistance in resisting the
Chinese, including armaments. Without exchanging anything further of sub-
stance, he remounted the horse and melted back into the hills. Said Turner, “It
was a surreal moment.”"

Although Ragpa’s approach to the CIA went nowhere (as did similar meetings
he had with Indian officials and Tibetan trade representatives in Kalimpong), his
hint about armed resistance proved prophetic.” By the close of 1955, the combi-
nation of factors simmering over the previous year—atheist indoctrination, force-
ful disarming of the population, rapid collectivization—sparked a wave of violence
in eastern Tibet. True to their brigand reputation, nomads from the Golok region
of Amdo were the first to unleash their fury on PLA garrisons across that
province.”

Eastern Kham followed suit in early 1956. Whereas the Amdo revolt was spon-
taneous and unorganized, the Khampas were more deliberate. Many of their pon
(clan chieftains) had already taken to the hills after the PLA demanded compli-
ance with agrarian reforms. With the chieftain from the town of Lithang (also
spelled Litang) taking the lead, a coordinated attack was planned for the eigh-
teenth day of the first lunar phase of the year. Although preemptive Chinese
arrests threw off that timetable by four days, some twenty-three clan leaders ulti-
mately responded to the call and laid siege to a string of isolated Chinese posts.”

The PLA responded in force. That February, Beijing dispatched several of its
massive Tupolev-4 bombers over the Tibetan plateau.” Because of their poor per-
formance at high altitudes, the planes flew uncomfortably close to the terrain.
This allowed guerrillas to fire down from ridgelines on the large, slow aircraft;
one Tupolev returned to base with seventeen bullet holes.*

Still, thousands of Khampas and Amdowas died in the ensuing air campaign,
buying time for the PLA to deploy ground reinforcements and retake lost gar-
risons. Particularly hard hit was Lithang; its grand monastery, home to 5,000
monks, was razed.
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As this was taking place, the Dalai Lama faced mounting challenges on the
political front. While in Beijing during 1955, he had been informed by Mao that
a Preparatory Committee for the Autonomous Region of Tibet (PCART) would
be formed to codify Tibet’s status under the seventeen-point agreement. The
committee was inaugurated in Lhasa during April 1956, with the Dalai Lama as
chairman; the majority of PCART members, however, were either directly or indi-
rectly named by the PRC. In this way, Beijing effectively bypassed both Tibet's
cabinet and the National Assembly.

Between Beijing’s PCART ploy and news filtering into the capital of Chinese
brutality in the east, the Dalai Lama was fast reaching his breaking point by mid-
1956. Just shy of his twenty-first birthday, he had already entertained thoughts
of withdrawing from all secular life. It was at this critical juncture that his ear-
lier foreign guest, the crown prince of Sikkim, made a return visit to Lhasa.

The crown prince was on more than a courtesy call. Back in April 1954, New
Delhi had signed a landmark agreement with Beijing regarding trade with the
“Tibet region of China.” Building on India’s desired role as arbitrator between
East and West, as well as Nehru’s own self-styled image as a champion for peace,
New Delhi had intended the treaty as a means of blunting Chinese actions in
Tibet by moral containment. But with reports of the harsh Chinese policy in east-
ern Tibet reaching India, the tack did not seem to be working.*

Disturbed by Beijing’s lack of restraint, Nehru suddenly developed some
backbone. By coincidence, the 2,500-year anniversary of the birth of Buddha was
to be celebrated during the fourth lunar month of 1957. Special events to mark
that date, known as the Buddha Jayanti, were scheduled across India beginning
in late 1956. If the Dalai Lama could be enticed to travel to India for the occasion,
New Delhi felt that this would symbolically underscore its interest in the well-
being of Tibet and its leader. Because he already had good rapport with the Dalai
Lama, and because he was president of the Indian Maha Bodhi Society (an orga-
nization that represented Buddhists across the Indian subcontinent), the crown
prince was tasked by Nehru to deliver the invitation.

Upon receiving his Sikkimese guest and hearing the news, the Dalai Lama
was ecstatic. For a Tibetan, a pilgrimage to India—especially one that coincided
with the Buddha Jayanti—had all the connotations of a visit to the holy sites of
Rome or Mecca. But more important, it would allow him to air his concerns
directly to Nehru and perhaps offset Chinese influence. Perhaps, too, he could
finally make good on his earlier contemplation of exile. Some of his minders, in
fact, were convinced that the latter could be arranged, despite the fact that no
nation, India included, had given any solid guarantee of asylum.*
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Having delivered the invitation, the crown prince returned to India and on
28 June made his way to the U.S. consulate in Calcutta. Speaking directly with the
senior diplomat, Consul General Robert Reams, he noted the apparent desire of
the Dalai Lama to leave his country. The crown prince also relayed stories reaching
Lhasa about horrific fighting taking place in eastern Tibet, offering Washington
hearsay evidence that anti-Chinese resistance had escalated into armed rebellion.
Noting the apparent lack of weapons among the insurgents, the prince astutely
suggested channeling arms from East Pakistan (presumably via Sikkim) to Tibet.
And in a more fanciful departure, he wondered aloud if the United States could
“exfiltrate” Tibetans from Burma and Thailand—ostensibly while on religious
pilgrimages—and give them artillery and antiaircraft training.”

The United States was clearly unprepared for this turn of events. For more
than four years, Washington’s Tibet policy had basically been to have no policy.
Now the specter of the Dalai Lama’s exile had returned. Complicating matters,
the Tibetans had shifted from passive resistance to an armed struggle. For nearly
four weeks, Foggy Bottom contemplated a response. When it finally came on
24 July, it was remarkable for its lack of originality. Falling back on the waffle
perfected in 1951, Washington was prepared to extend a shifty promise of asy-
lum, provided the Dalai Lama first asked India for help. No response was made
to the crown prince’s musings about arms and training.

It was unlikely that the U.S. offer would ever be put to the test. Hearing of the
Buddha Jayanti invitation, senior Chinese authorities in Lhasa immediately threw
water on the plan. Claiming that the Dalai Lama would have a tight schedule for
upcoming PCART activities, they made clear their opposition to any foreign travel.

If the young monarch was frustrated, so too was India’s Nehru. It was his
prestige on the line following the 1954 treaty on Tibet. Moreover, with reports
now beginning to circulate about the extent of the destruction in eastern Tibet,
he felt the need to make a stand.” On 1 October, Nehru telegraphed an official
invitation to the Dalai Lama to supplement the one forwarded earlier by the
crown prince. Grudgingly, Beijing considered the new appeal from its treaty part-
ner, and exactly one month later, the Chinese conceded. Tibet’s young leader
would be leaving his country.



3. The Prodigal Son

During the second week of September 1956, CIA officer John Hoskins arrived at
Calcutta’s Dum Dum Airport to a blast of late summer heat. At twenty-nine, he
had already spent two years recruiting agents in Japan and another four shuttling
between Washington desk assignments and vigorous tradecraft instruction.' Now
assigned to the Calcutta consulate, his new post was an experiment of sorts. The
CIA’s Far East Division had just gotten permission to station its officers at any
diplomatic mission where overseas Chinese were found in numbers. This meant
superimposing Far East Division personnel outside of their home turf—in this
case, in India of the Near East Division.>

In Calcutta, Hoskins could choose from a wealth of Chinese targets. Topping
the list was the PRC’s consulate and the People’s Bank of China branch, both of
which had been opened following the 1954 Sino-Indian trade agreement. In addi-
tion, some 30,000 Chinese expatriates—three-quarters of all those living in
India—made their homes in and around the city.

Hoskins landed the secondary assignment of preening non-Chinese sources
in the Himalayan states along the Tibetan border. Just as case officer Kenneth
Millian had found out four years earlier, however, the Indians went out of their
way to obstruct such efforts. “Overseas Chinese were fair game for penetration,”
recalls Hoskins, “but the others were considered under Indian hegemony.”’ This
was driven home when Mary Hawthorne, a CIA officer assigned to Calcutta,
allowed Jigme Thondup (a Bhutanese royal who later became prime minister)
and his family to spend the night at her apartment. When the Indians learned of
the incident, their outcry was so shrill that Hawthorne was forbidden by her supe-
riors to attempt any similar invitations.*

Mindful of Indian surveillance, Hoskins made plans for an exceedingly dis-
creet approach to establish his own ties with Princess Kukula of Sikkim. As she
was known to have an affinity for equestrian events, he first considered making
an overture at the Tibetan pony races held in Darjeeling. But because the crowds
were small and whites were sure to attract notice, Hoskins instead opted to wait
until she came to Calcutta for one of the city’s thoroughbred competitions.
Blending with the event’s large number of Western spectators, he approached
the princess. But Kukula, Hoskins found, had more reservations than in the past.
“She wanted to keep contacts strictly social,” he concluded. “She was not seri-
ous about getting involved.”

29
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As things turned out, the services of the Sikkimese royals would soon prove
redundant. When the United States learned that the Dalai Lama had gotten per-
mission in early November to attend the Buddha Jayanti celebrations, the CIA
scrambled to bypass Sikkim and establish direct links with Tibetan sources close
to the monarch.’

None were closer than the Dalai Lama’s two brothers in exile. The eldest, Thubten
Norbu, already had a history of indirect contact with the agency via the Committee
for a Free Asia. After he had been unceremoniously dropped from CFA funding in
1952, both he and his servant, Jentzen Thondup, had become stateless refugees in
Japan. Not until 1955, following repeated appeals channeled through Church World
Services, did he and Jentzen finally get new Indian identity cards and U.S. visas.
Settling in New Jersey, Norbu began to earn a modest income teaching Tibetan to
a handful of students as part of a noncredited course at Columbia University.

The other brother, Gyalo Thondup, was residing in Darjeeling. Six years
Norbu’s junior, Gyalo was the proverbial prodigal son. The problem was, he was
the figurative son to a number of fathers. He was the only one of five male sib-
lings not directed toward a monastic life. As a teen, he had befriended members
of the Chinese mission in Lhasa and yearned to study in China. Although this
was not a popular decision among the more xenophobic members of his family,
Gyalo got his wish in 1947 when he and a brother-in-law arrived at the Kuo-
mintang capital of Nanking and enrolled in college.

Two years later, Gyalo, then twenty-one, veered further toward China when
he married fellow student Zhu Dan. Not only was his wife ethnic Chinese, but
her father, retired General Chu Shi-kuei, had been a key Kuomintang officer dur-
ing the early days of the republic. Because of both his relationship to General
Chu and the fact that he was the Dalai Lama’s brother, Gyalo was feted in
Nanking by no less than Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek.

The good times were not to last. With the communists closing in on Nanking
during the final months of China’s civil war, Gyalo and his wife fled in mid-1949
to the safer climes of India. Once again because of his relationship to the Dalai
Lama, he was added to the invitation list for various diplomatic events and even
got an audience with Prime Minister Nehru.

That October, Gyalo briefly ventured to the Tibetan enclave at Kalimpong
before settling for seven months in Calcutta. While there, his father-in-law, Gen-
eral Chu, attempted to make contact with the Tibetan government. With the
retreat of the Kuomintang to Taiwan, Chu had astutely shifted loyalty to the Peo-
ple’s Republic and was now tasked by Beijing to arrange a meeting between
Tibetan and PRC officials at a neutral site, possibly Hong Kong.*
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Conversant in Chinese and linked to both the Dalai Lama and General Chu,
Gyalo was a logical intermediary for the Hong Kong talks. The British, however,
were dragging their feet on providing visas to the Tibetan delegation. Unable to
gain quick entry to the crown colony, Gyalo made what he intended to be a brief
diversion to the Republic of China (ROC) on Taiwan. But Chiang Kai-shek, no
doubt anxious to keep Gyalo away from General Chu and the PRC, had other
plans. Smothering the royal sibling with largesse, Chiang kept Gyalo in Taipei
for the next sixteen months. Only after a desperate letter to U.S. Secretary of State
Dean Acheson requesting American diplomatic intervention did the ROC relent
and give Gyalo an exit permit.

After arriving in Washington in September 1951, Gyalo continued to dabble
in diplomacy. Within a month of his arrival, he was called to a meeting at the
State Department. Significantly, Gyalo’s Chinese wife was at his side during the
encounter. Because of the couple’s close ties to Chiang, department representa-
tives assumed that details of their talk would quickly be passed to the Kuo-
mintang Nationalists.’

Gyalo, in fact, was not a stooge of Taipei, Beijing, or, for that matter, Wash-
ington. Despite State Department efforts to secure him a scholarship at Stanford
University, he hurriedly departed the United States in February 1952 for the Indian
subcontinent. Leaving his wife behind, he then trekked back to Lhasa after a six-
year absence.

By that time, Beijing had a secure foothold in the Tibetan capital. Upon meet-
ing this wayward member of the royal family, the local PRC representatives were
pleased. As a Chinese speaker married to one of their own, Gyalo was perceived
as a natural ally. Yet again, however, he would prove a disappointment. After
showing some interest in promoting a bold land reform program championed
by the Dalai Lama, Gyalo once more grew restive. In late spring, he secretly met
with the Indian consul in Lhasa, and after promising to refrain from politicking,
he was given permission to resettle in India.®

Although not exactly endearing himself to anyone with his frequent moves,
Gyalo was not burning bridges either. Noting his recent return to Darjeeling, the
U.S. embassy in early August 1952 cautiously considered establishing contact.
Calcutta’s Consul General Gary Soulen saw an opportunity in early September
while returning from his Sikkim trek with Princess Kukula. Pausing in Darjee-
ling, Soulen stayed long enough for Gyalo to pass on the latest information from
his contacts within the Tibetan merchant community.’

Although he had promised to refrain from exile politics, Gyalo saw no conflict
in courting senior Indian officials. In particular, he sought a meeting with India’s
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spymaster Bhola Nath Mullik. As head of Indian intelligence, Mullik presided
over an organization with deep colonial roots. Established in 1887 as the Cen-
tral Special Branch, it had been organized by the British to keep tabs on the ris-
ing tide of Indian nationalism. Despite several redesignations before arriving at
the title Intelligence Bureau, anticolonialists remained its primary target for the
next sixty years.

Upon independence in 1947, Prime Minister Nehru appointed the bureau’s
first Indian director. Rather than suppressing nationalists, the organization now
had to contend with communal violence and early problems with India’s erst-
while Muslim brothers now living in the bisected nation of Pakistan.

Three years later, Mullik became the bureau’s second director. A police officer
since the age of twenty-two, the taciturn Mullik was known for his boundless
energy (he often worked sixteen-hour days), close ties to Nehru, healthy suspicion
of China, and (rare for a senior Indian official) predisposition against communism.
Almost immediately, the Tibetan frontier became his top concern. This followed
Beijing’s invasion of Kham that October, which meant that India’s military plan-
ners now had to contend with a hypothetical front besides Pakistan. Moreover, the
tribal regions of northeastern India were far from integrated, and revolutionaries
in those areas could now easily receive Chinese support. The previous year, in fact,
the bureau had held a conference on risks associated with Chinese infiltration."

Despite Mullik’s concerns, Nehru was prone to downplay the potential Chi-
nese threat. Not only did he think it ludicrous to prepare for a full-scale Chinese
attack, but he saw real benefits in cultivating Beijing to offset Pakistan’s emerg-
ing strategy of anticommunist cooperation with the West. “It was Nehru'’s ide-
alism against hard-headed Chinese realism,” said one Intelligence Bureau
official. “Mullik injected healthy suspicions.”

Astute enough to hedge his bets, Nehru allowed Mullik some leeway in
improving security along the border and collecting intelligence on Chinese forces
in Tibet. To accomplish this, Mullik expanded the number of Indian frontier
posts strung across the Himalayas. In addition, he sought contact with Tibetans
living in the Darjeeling and Kalimpong enclaves. Not only could these Tibetans
be tapped for information, but a symbolic visit by a senior official like Mullik
would lift morale at a time when their homeland was being subjugated. Such
contact, moreover, could give New Delhi advance warning of any subversive activ-
ity in Tibet being staged from Indian soil."'

Of all the Tibetan expatriates, Mullik had his eye on Gyalo Thondup. Besides
having an insider’s perspective of the high offices in Lhasa, Gyalo had already
passed word of his desire for a meeting. Prior to his departure for his first visit
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to Darjeeling in the spring of 1953, Mullik asked for—and quickly received—
permission from the prime minister to include the Dalai Lama’s brother on his
itinerary. Their subsequent exchange of views went well, as did their téte-2-téte
during Mullik’s second visit to Darjeeling in 1954. "

Apart from such occasional contact with Indian intelligence, Gyalo spent
much of the next two years removed from the tribulations in his homeland. To
earn a living, he ironically began exporting Indian tea and whiskey to Chinese
troops and administrators in Tibet. For leisure, he and his family were frequent
guests at the Gymkhana Club. Part of an exclusive resort chain that was once a
playpen for the subcontinent’s colonial elite, the Gymkhana’s Darjeeling branch
was situated amid terraced gardens against the picturesque backdrop of
Kanchenjunga. A regular on the tennis courts, the Dalai Lama’s brother was the
local champion.”

In the summer of 1956, Gyalo’s respite came to an abrupt end. The senior abbot
and governor from the Tibetan town of Gyantse had recently made his escape to
India and in July wrote a short report about China’s excesses. Gyalo repackaged
the letter in English and mailed copies to the Indian media, several diplomatic mis-
sions, and selected world leaders. One of these arrived in early September at the
U.S. embassy in the Pakistani capital of Karachi, and from there was disseminated
to the American mission in New Delhi and consulate in Calcutta.™

Although the letter was less than accurate on several counts, it served two
important purposes. First, it corroborated the reports of China’s brutality pro-
vided by the crown prince of Sikkim in June. Second, it brought Gyalo back to
the attention of Washington as a concerned activist. For the past four years, there
had been virtually no contact between him and American diplomats in India. In
particular, he was completely unknown among CIA officers in Calcutta."

This was set to change, and quickly. Once word reached India in early Novem-
ber that the Dalai Lama would be attending the Buddha Jayanti, John Hoskins
got an urgent cable from headquarters. Put aside your efforts against the Chi-
nese community, he was told, and make immediate contact with Gyalo. A quick
check indicated Gyalo’s predilection for tennis, so Hoskins got a racket and
headed north to Darjeeling. After arranging to get paired with Gyalo for a dou-
bles match, the CIA officer wasted no time in quietly introducing himself.

First impressions are lasting ones, and Hoskins was not exactly wowed by
Gyalo’s persona. “There was a lot of submissiveness rather than dynamism,” he
noted. At their first meeting, little was discussed apart from reaching an under-
standing that, to avoid Indian intelligence coverage in Darjeeling, future contact
would be made in Calcutta using proper countersurveillance measures.
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Later that same month, the Dalai Lama and a fifty-strong delegation departed
Lhasa by car. Switching to horses at the Sikkimese border, the royal entourage
was met on the other side by both Gyalo and Norbu, who had rushed to India
from his teaching assignment in New York. The party was whisked through
Gangtok and down to the closest Indian airfield near the town of Siliguri, and by
25 November the monarch was being met by Nehru on the tarmac of New Delhi’s
Palam Airport.'t

By coincidence, three days after the Dalai Lama’s arrival in New Delhi, Chinese
premier Zhou En-lai began a twelve-day stop in India as part of a five-country South
Asian tour. Keeping with diplomatic protocol, the young Tibetan leader was on
hand to greet Zhou at the airport. The two then held a private meeting, at which
time the elderly Chinese statesman lectured the Dalai Lama on the necessity of
returning to his homeland.

Zhou was not alone in his appeal. As eager as Nehru was to offset Chinese
influence in Tibet, he, too, was against the Dalai Lama’s seeking asylum—
especially on Indian soil. This was partly because India wanted to maintain good
relations with China. This was also because New Delhi did not want to go it
alone, and not a single country to date had recognized Tibetan independence.
Fearing that the monarch’s brothers would have an unhealthy effect on any deci-
sion, Indian officials in the capital did all in their power to keep Gyalo and Norbu
segregated from their royal sibling."”

The Dalai Lama hardly needed convincing from his brothers, however. Dur-
ing his first private session with Nehru, he openly hinted about not going back
to Lhasa. He also requested that the issue of Tibetan independence be taken up
by Nehru and President Dwight Eisenhower at their upcoming summit in Wash-
ington in December. Nehru was not entirely surprised by all this: Gyalo had
already sought out Mullik and told the Indian intelligence chief in no uncertain
terms that his brother would opt for exile."

As India’s leadership digested these developments, the Dalai Lama departed
the capital for an exhausting schedule of Buddha Jayanti festivities. He was still
in the midst of this tour when Zhou returned to New Delhi for an encore visit on
30 December. In the interim, Nehru had had his Washington meeting with Eisen-
hower, and the Chinese premier had scheduled the stop specifically to discuss
the outcome of that summit. As it turned out, however, Tibet was a2 major topic
of conversation. In particular, Nehru used the opportunity to press Zhou about
tempering China’s harsh military and agrarian policies on the Tibetan plateau.

Tibet was clearly shaping into a litmus test for Sino-Indian relations. Anxious
to broker a deal that would assuage both Lhasa and Beijing, Nehru summoned
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the Dalai Lama from his pilgrimage and underscored to the Tibetan leader that
Indian asylum was not in the cards. But if that was bitter news, Zhou had earlier
proposed a sweetener. While noting that China was ready to use force to stamp
out resistance, he claimed that Mao now recognized the folly of rapid collec-
tivization and pledged to delay further revolutionary reforms in Tibet.

Zhou and his senior comrades were by now gravely concerned over perma-
nently losing the Dalai Lama. Leaving nothing to chance, Zhou was back in New
Delhi on 24 January 1957 for his third visit in as many months.

Despite Beijing’s lobbying, Gyalo and Norbu were still insistent that their
brother choose exile. Torn over his future, the twenty-one-year-old monarch had
already departed Calcutta on 22 January for Kalimpong, which by then was home
to a growing number of disaffected Tibetan elite. Once there, he did what Tibet’s
leaders had done countless other times when confronted with a hard decision:
he consulted the state oracle. Two official soothsayers happened to be traveling
with his delegation; using time-honored—if unscientific—methods, the pair
went into a trance on cue and recited their sagely advice. Return to Lhasa, they
channeled.”

As far as the Dalai Lama was concerned, the ruling of his oracles was incon-
trovertible, and the decision was made all the easier by the fact that nobody
seemed anxious to give him refuge. Flouting the suggestions of his brothers, he
declared his intention to go home. He crossed into Sikkim in early March and
was compelled to remain in Gangtok until heavy snows melted from the moun-
tain passes. There, he finalized plans to set out for Lhasa by month’s end.

Prior to November 1956, Tibet had never ranged far from the bottom of the pri-
ority watch list for those in the Far East Division at CIA headquarters in Wash-
ington. The agency had no officer assigned solely to Tibetan affairs; it, along with
Mongolia and other peripheral ethnic regions under PRC control, barely factored
as a minor addendum to the activities of William Broe’s China Branch.

But as soon as the Dalai Lama received permission to attend the Buddha
Jayanti, Broe felt it prudent to show heightened interest. Looking for a junior
officer to spare, he soon settled on John Reagan. Twenty-eight years old, Reagan
had joined the agency upon graduation from Boston College in 1951. He was
soon in Asia, where he spent the next twenty-four months working on paramil-
itary projects in Korea. Switching to China Branch, he served two more years in
Japan as part of the CIA’s penetration effort against the PRC. Returning to the
United States in 1955, Reagan divided the next twelve months between Chinese



36  THE CIA’S SECRET WAR IN TIBET

language training and trips to New York City to practice tradecraft against United
Nations delegates.

As the branch’s new man on Tibet, Reagan initially did little more than for-
ward instructions for John Hoskins to make contact with Gyalo. He was silent
on further guidance, primarily because senior U.S. policy makers had not yet
ironed out a coherent framework for dealing with Lhasa. In earlier meetings
between CIA and State Department officials during the summer of 1956, there
had been those who felt that the Dalai Lama should flee to another Buddhist
nation to offer a rallying cry for anticommunist Buddhists across Asia. Others,
primarily inside the agency, believed that he could play a more important role as
a rallying symbol in Lhasa among his fellow Tibetans. This was still the CIA’s
operating assumption in late 1956: once the Dalai Lama was in India, the pre-
vailing mood at agency headquarters was that he should eventually go home.»

Gyalo, meantime, was telling Hoskins that his brother had every intention of
seeking asylum. With the Dalai Lama apparently intent on staying away from his
homeland—and therefore not conforming to the agency’s preferred scenario of
rallying his people from Lhasa—Reagan was largely idle during most of the Dalai
Lama’s four-month absence from Tibet.*

Eventually, however, the CIA looked to hedge its bets. Since the second half
of 1956, a band of twenty-seven young Khampa men—some still in their late
teens—had been growing restive in the enclave of Kalimpong. Most came from
relatively wealthy trading families and had been spirited to India to protect them
from the instability in their native province. Full of vigor, the entire group had
ventured to New Delhi shortly before the Dalai Lama’s Buddha Jayanti pilgrim-
age to conduct street protests. Once the Dalai Lama arrived, they sought a brief
audience to make an impassioned plea for Lhasa’s intercession against the Chi-
nese offensive in Kham.

To their disappointment, the Dalai Lama counseled patience. “His Holiness
only said things would settle down,” recalls one of the Khampas. Undaunted,
the twenty-seven young men shadowed the monarch during several of the Bud-
dha Jayanti commemorative events. By early January 1957, this took them to Bodh
Gaya, the city in eastern India where the historical Buddha was said to have
attained enlightenment. While there, the Dalai Lama’s older brother, Thubten
Norbu, approached the Khampas and asked if he could take their individual pho-
tographs as a souvenir. Although it was an odd request, they complied.*

For the next few weeks, nothing happened. Frustrated by the Dalai Lama’s
repeated rebuffs, the Khampas sulked back to Kalimpong. Several Chinese
traders were in town, some of whom were rumored to have links to the Nation-
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alist regime on Taiwan. Desperate, the Khampas sounded them out on the pos-
sibility of covert assistance from Taipei. It was at that point that Gyalo Thondup
arrived and requested a meeting with all twenty-seven. For most of the young
Khampas, it was the first time they had spoken with the Dalai Lama’s lay brother.
As they listened attentively, Gyalo lectured them to steer clear of the Kuomintang.
“The United Sates,” he told them cryptically, “is a better choice.””

Less than a week later, the Dalai Lama arrived in Kalimpong, the oracles had
their channeling session, and things changed dramatically. With the monarch’s
return journey now imminent, John Reagan in Washington scrambled to script
a program of action. At its core, the plan called for a unilateral capability to deter-
mine how much armed resistance activity really existed in Tibet; further com-
mitments could then be weighed accordingly.

The CIA had good reason to act with prudence. It already had a long and
growing list of embarrassing failures while working with resistance groups
behind communist lines. Perhaps none had been more painful than its experi-
ence against the PRC. There the agency’s efforts had taken two tracks. The first
was a collaborative effort with the Kuomintang government on Taiwan. Cling-
ing to its dream of reconquering the mainland, the ROC in 1950 claimed to con-
trol a million guerrillas inside the People’s Republic. Although a February 1951
Pentagon study placed the figure at no more than 600,000—only half of which
were thought to be nominally loyal to the ROC—Washington saw fit to support
these insurgents as a means of appeasing a key Asian ally while at the same time
possibly diverting Beijing’s attention from the conflict on the Korean peninsula.*

To funnel covert American assistance to the ROC, the CIA established a shell
company in Pittsburgh known as Western Enterprises (WE). In September 19571,
WE’s newly appointed chief, Raymond Peers, arrived on Taiwan with a planeload
of advisers. A U.S. Army colonel who had earned accolades during World War II
as chief of the famed OSS Detachment 101 in Burma, Peers quickly initiated a
number of paramilitary efforts. A large portion of his resources was directed
toward airborne operations, including retraining the ROC'’s 1,500-man parachute
regiment. Other WE advisers, meanwhile, were tasked with putting ROC action
and intelligence teams through an airborne course.”

To deploy these operatives, WE turned to the agency’s Far East air proprietary,
Civil Air Transport (CAT). By the spring of 1952, CAT planes were dropping
teams and singletons on the mainland, as well as supplies to resistance groups
that the ROC claimed were already active on the ground. Some of the penetra-
tions ranged as far as Tibet’s Amdo region, where the ROC alleged it had con-
tact with Muslim insurgents.*
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Concurrently, the agency in April 1951 initiated a unilateral third-force effort
using anticommunist Chinese unaffiliated with the ROC. Allocated enough arms
and ammunition for 200,000 guerrillas, the CIA recruited many of these third-
force operatives from Hong Kong, trained them in Japan and Saipan, and
inserted them in CAT planes via air bases in South Korea.”

By the spring of 1953, both the ROC program and third-force effort were in
their second years. Although the Pentagon’s top brass (groping for ways to pres-
sure Beijing during Korean cease-fire negotiations) were wistfully talking in
terms of “sparking a coordinated anti-communist resistance movement through-
out China,” those running the CIA’s infiltration program could hardly have been
so optimistic. “None of the Taiwan agents we dropped were successful,” said
one WE adviser. The third-force tally was just as bad: all its operatives were either
killed or taken prisoner, and CAT lost one plane during an attempted exfiltration
that resulted in the capture of two CIA officers.*

That summer, an armistice sent the Korean conflict into remission. This pro-
vided the CIA with convenient cover to reassess its third-force track. Although it
elected to maintain a China Base at Yokosuka, Japan, this unit was to handle pri-
marily agent penetrations and low-level destabilization efforts; support for
broader unilateral resistance got the ax.

Cooperative ventures with the ROC were not so easily nixed. Although Taipei
had tempered its claims somewhat, it still pegged loyal mainland guerrilla
strength at 650,000 insurgents. By contrast, a November 1953 estimate by the
U.S. National Security Council (NSC) put the figure closer to 50,000. Despite this
huge discrepancy, the NSC still advocated continued covert assistance to the ROC
in order to develop anticommunist guerrillas for resistance and intelligence. Even
temporary guerrilla successes, the council reasoned, might set off waves of defec-
tions and stiffen passive resistance.”

Chiang Kai-shek could not have agreed more. Eager to vastly increase the
scope of guerrilla support, the generalissimo in 1954 asked Washington for some
30,000 parachutes. Turned down the first time, he made further high-priority
appeals over the next two years. These parachutes were needed for an ambitious
plan to drop 100-man units near major PRC population centers. Hoping to set
off a chain of uprisings, Chiang optimistically talked in terms of uprooting Chi-
nese communism in as little as two years.*

Hearing these plans, Washington patiently counseled against the proposed
airborne blitz. On a more modest level, however, the CIA’s assistance program
continued unabated. In this, success was more elusive than ever. Despite insert-
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ing an average of two Nationalist agents a month through the mid-1gs5os, the
ROC operatives were still being killed or captured in short order."

Reasons for the lack of success against the People’s Republic were legion.
First, the infiltration program took at face value some of Taipei’s claims about
contact with a vast network of anticommunists on the mainland. In reality, such
claims were wildly exaggerated, and precious little was known about events in
the PRC countryside; even top PRC leaders were prone to mysteriously disappear
from public view for months on end.” Second, in the unlikely event such resis-
tance existed, the logistical challenge of maintaining support to these guerrilla
pockets outstripped what could realistically be staged by Taiwan and the CIA.
Third, the CI1A’s recent experience against the Soviet Union and its satellites had
shown the folly of abetting insurgents in a tightly controlled police state; Beijing’s
omnipresent militia and party network were no less daunting.* Finally, even
though the PRC’s ruthless experimentation in social engineering had no doubt
bred detractors by the score, the corruption of the Kuomintang regime hardly
endeared Taipei to any disenchanted masses on the mainland.

Although these reasons might have made covert operations against the PRC
a study in frustration, Tibet appeared to be different. Unlike many of Taipei's
wishful claims about other areas of the mainland, Tibet had a resistance move-
ment corroborated by multiple, albeit dated, sources. What the CIA needed was
timely data that could give a current and accurate picture of this resistance. And
given the historical animosity between Tibetans and lowland Chinese, the agency
needed to gather this information without resort to ROC assistance.

In February 1957, John Hoskins was ordered by Washington to immediately
identify eight Tibetan candidates for external training as a pilot team that would
infiltrate their homeland and assess the state of resistance. Gyalo, who had been
in Kalimpong making an eleventh-hour bid to convince his brother to seek asy-
lum, was given responsibility for screening candidates among the Tibetan
refugees already in India. Although the twenty-seven Khampas did not know it,
Gyalo intended to make the selection from their ranks. Using the photographs
taken by Norbu at Bodh Gaya, he sought guidance from two senior Khampas in
town, both of whom hailed from the extended family of Gompo Tashi Andrugt-
sang, a prominent trader of Tibetan wool, deer horns, and musk.

With their assistance, Gyalo soon settled on his first pick. Wangdu Gyato-
tsang, age twenty-seven, had been born to an affluent Khampa family from the
town of Lithang. He was well connected: Gompo Tashi was his uncle, as was one
of the senior Khampas helping Gyalo with the selection. Wangdu also had the
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Wangdu Gyatotsang (right), leader of the Saipan-trained team dropped in Kham, with
his two brothers. (Courtesy Kalsang Gyatotsang)

right disposition for the task at hand. Despite being schooled at the Lithang
monastery from the age of ten, he did not exactly conform to monastic life. “He
was hot tempered from childhood,” recalls younger brother Kalsang.

A sampling of this temper came at age seventeen during a trip to the Tibetan
town of Menling. Out of deference to the local chieftain, it was decreed that hats,
firearms, and horse bells would be removed in front of the chief’s residence. It
was raining, however, so Wangdu continued wearing his cap. Spying this viola-
tion, the chieftain’s bodyguard strode up and knocked the Khampa on the head.
Without flinching, the young monk drew his pistol and shot the guard dead.*

On account of his family connections, Wangdu was spared punishment. In
1956, his family ties again came into play following the PLA’s devastating attack
on the Lithang monastery. On orders from uncle Gompo Tashi, Wangdu and his
younger brother were bundled off to the safer environs of Kalimpong.

When approached by Gyalo, Wangdu immediately volunteered for the mis-
sion. Within days, five other Khampas were singled out (Washington now wanted
a total of six trainees, not eight), but only Wangdu was given any hint of the
impending assignment. Four were from Lithang; of these, three were Wangdu'’s
close acquaintances, and one was his family servant. The fifth was a friend from
the nearby town of Bathang (also spelled Batang). All were still on hand to attend
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the Dalai Lama’s final open-air blessing in a Kalimpong soccer field shortly
before the monarch headed back toward Tibet.

With the Dalai Lama en route to Lhasa, attention shifted in early March to
smuggling the six Khampas out of India for training. This was easier said than
done. Because of Nehru's determination to maintain cordial Sino-Indian ties,
New Delhi’s complicity remained out of the question. Moreover, the Khampas
were refugees without proper identification, discounting overt travel via com-
mercial airliner or boat. Brainstorming covert alternatives, several came to mind.
“There was some talk in the Calcutta consulate about floating them off the Indian
coast,” said Gyalo, “then having them picked up by submarine.” Consideration
was also given to issuing fake Nepalese passports.*

A better option harkened back to a suggestion made by the crown prince of
Sikkim regarding exfiltration via East Pakistan. The idea held merit: since 1954,
Washington and Karachi (which governed both the East and West Pakistani ter-
ritories on either side of India) had forged cordial military and diplomatic ties.
A military sales pact had been signed by the United States and Pakistan that May,
and both had agreed to join the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization in September;
the following year, Pakistan became a member of the U.S.-supported Baghdad
Pact. This was all part of a chain of alliances intended by the United States to con-
tain the spread of communism. By 1956, Pakistan had become America’s “most
allied ally in Asia.”*

In reality, Karachi had signed the treaties for reasons other than those
intended by Washington. Although it was true that Pakistan had some emerging
concerns about communism (China claimed some Pakistani territory on its
maps, for example, and even raided border villages in 1954 to discourage graz-
ing on its land), its main motivation was to open the spigot of American military
assistance, which Karachi desperately wanted to bolster its armed forces against
threats from New Delhi.

Different motivations aside, U.S.-Pakistan relations were genuinely warm,
and the U.S. embassy enjoyed good access to the top echelons of government.
Even before the CIA was sure that the Khampa training was going to proceed,
the agency’s station chief in Karachi, L. Eugene Milligan, had broached the
exfiltration scheme with senior Pakistani officials. Taking his case directly to
President Iskandar Mizra, Milligan asked if—hypothetically speaking—Tibetans
could be allowed to cross the northern border of East Pakistan, then be discreetly
transported to the abandoned Kurmitola airstrip north of Dacca.”

Milligan could make his pitch knowing that the CIA had particularly good rela-
tions in East Pakistan. Since mid-1954, the agency had been allowed to maintain



42 THECIA’S SECRET WAR IN TIBET

a single case officer at the Dacca consulate. That officer, twenty-eight-year-old
Walter Cox, had nurtured close links with most of East Pakistan’s civilian and mil-
itary authorities, helped in part when he coordinated a generous airlift of U.S.
humanitarian assistance following severe floods in August 1954.*

Based on this spirit of cooperation, Mizra gave Milligan his consent. When
Washington’s final approval for the exfiltration came in February 1957, the sta-
tion chief quickly assigned a Karachi-based case officer, Edward McAllister, to
coordinate the operation from Dacca. Forty-three years old, McAllister was an
experienced Asia hand. Schooled in China through his university years, he had
gone back to the United States in 1932 and worked for nearly a decade as a fire
insurance underwriter and public health inspector. Lured by the challenges of
the war in Europe, he joined the British army in 1941, then transferred in 1943 to
the U.S. Army.

At war’s end, McAllister’s linguistic skills made him a natural for what
became an extended army assignment in postwar China. By 1949, he was serv-
ing as an assistant military attaché during the final months of the civil war. Leav-
ing the armed forces in 1954 with the rank of major, McAllister signed on with
the CIA. He entered the Far East Division and—Ilike Hoskins in Calcutta—was
posted to Karachi as the division’s local representative assigned to penetrate the
Chinese community.

Joining McAllister for the assignment in Dacca was John Reagan, who had
flown in from Washington for the duration of the exfiltration. One potential hitch
remained: although McAllister was fluent in Chinese (and Reagan knew the
basics), neither officer shared a common language with the Khampas. They were
desperate for an interpreter, but there were few qualified candidates. Gyalo him-
self was ineligible because he needed to run the operation from the Indian side
and could not afford the diplomatic heat if he got caught on the border. Norbu
could not risk the embarrassment of exposure either. While little other choice,
a call was placed to Norbu’s long-time servant Jentzen Thondup, who was
patiently awaiting his master’s return at their apartment in New Jersey.

“I got on the phone,” remembers Jentzen, “with somebody who said he was
from the CIA.” A quiet, elderly man showed up at the house later that day, and
the pair were soon winging their way to the subcontinent.”

It was 2:00 in the afternoon when Wangdu came to the house of twenty-seven-
year-old Athar and told him they were departing that night for training in a for-
eign country. Like Wangdu, Athar (many Khampas go by only one name) was an
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alumnus of the Lithang monastery and had been one of the twenty-seven who
lobbied the Dalai Lama during the Buddha Jayanti. A total of six Khampas, he
was told, would be making the trip.

Athar’s first reaction was shock. To maintain secrecy, none of the trainees
(other than Wangdu) had been aware that preparations had reached such an
advanced stage. His next reaction was disappointment. “Six was too few,” he
later recalled. “I thought we needed at least ten of us.”®

With little time for debate, the six ate and changed into Indian clothes. All
identification was left behind. At 9:00 that evening, they gathered on a dark road
outside town. Like clockwork, Gyalo arrived at the wheel of a jeep and loaded
them into the rear. In the passenger’s seat was Gyalo’s cook, Gelung, who was
designated to escort the group across the Pakistani border. Gelung was a good
choice on two counts: not only could he speak Hindi, which might come in handy
if they encountered Indian authorities, but he was the only one among them who
knew how to read a compass.

In silence, they drove south to the town of Siliguri, then another twenty kilo-
meters to the East Pakistan frontier. As the road narrowed near the entrance to
a tea plantation, the jeep ground to a halt and the passengers off-loaded. As
Gyalo reversed direction and returned north, Gelung led the Khampas down a
foot trail through the plantation. Walking until nearly dawn, they approached a
large river. Studying his compass, Gelung calculated that the opposite side was
Pakistani territory. In contrast to the tension along the Indo-Pakistani border in
the west—where the two nations had clashed over the contested region of Kash-
mir—much of the 3,225-kilometer East Pakistan frontier was undefended.

The group found a suitable fording point and waded to the far shore. Mov-
ing forty-five meters inland, they came across a small road. While they waited
without speaking, three soldiers materialized out of the dawn mist. Because they
appeared to be armed and dressed like Indian troops, the Khampas began to
panic, but Gelung rose and walked forward. Removing a flashlight from his pack,
he flicked it on for a moment. Seconds later, the troops returned the signal.
Gelung waved at the others to follow, and the Khampas approached the patrol
and offered greetings. To their surprise, one of the soldiers was Norbu’s servant
Jentzen; the rest were Pakistanis. His work done, Gelung bid them farewell and
retraced his steps across the river and back to India, while Jentzen, the Paki-
stanis, and the six Khampas walked a short distance to a covered jeep.

After riding for an hour, the group came upon an isolated cottage framed by
thickets. Inside, CIA officer McAllister was waiting with hot tea and biscuits. As
Jentzen attempted to translate pleasantries in halting English, they finished their
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refreshments and were directed to a bigger jeep. They rode for the next five hours,
not stopping until they reached a railway station. Surrounded by supposed Pak-
istani military guards—giving them the outward appearance of a prison gang—
the Tibetans were hustled aboard a train and seated alone in the first-class
compartment.

Heading south, they took the train to the outskirts of Dacca. There they were
off-loaded to a truck and driven to a safe house near Kurmitola. “The heat was
really affecting us,” remembers Athar, “so we kept the cold water running in the
shower and took turns going underneath.” Sweltering, they spent the next two
days hidden away from prying eyes.*'

For covert airlift needs in Asia, the CIA relied almost exclusively on its propri-
etary, Civil Air Transport. A handful of assignments, however, went to a special
unit within the U.S. Air Force (USAF). This unit dated back to 1951, when the
USAF saw the need to pluck aircrews out of the Soviet countryside after dropping
nuclear ordnance and running out of fuel on the way home. Given the innocu-
ous title of Air Resupply and Communications (ARC) wings, these recovery units
were outfitted with an exotic mix of converted B-29 bombers, seaplanes, heli-
copters, and transports. For global coverage, three ARC wings were formed: one
in the United States as reserve, one in Libya for European assignments, and one
at Clark Air Base in the Philippines for Asian missions.*

Almost immediately, the activities of the ARC wings grew beyond their pilot
recovery role. Their training was expanded to include various aerial aspects of
unconventional warfare, and they became fluent in leaflet drops, agent inser-
tions, and the resupply of guerrillas behind communist lines. The Clark-based
ARC wing—which in 1954 shifted to Kadena Air Base on the U.S.-controlled
island of Okinawa—was especially active, being used on psychological warfare
flights over the Korean peninsula, the PRC, and French Indochina.

In September 1956, all ARC wings were formally disbanded. But electing to
keep the Kadena unit intact, the USAF merely changed its name to the equally
ambiguous 322nd Troop Carrier Squadron, Medium (Special). In line with the
last word of this extended title, the 322nd Squadron continued to focus on
unconventional contingencies; its B-2gs, in particular, were kept busy perform-
ing simulated low-level parachute drops.*

During that time frame, CIA air operations across Asia were being run out of
Tokyo. To facilitate liaison between Tokyo and the special squadron on Okinawa,
two agency officers were posted to Kadena. Although the entire 322nd Squadron
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was qualified to fly covert operations, the most sensitive missions went to a small
subset of airmen assigned to its Detachment 1. These crews flew a pair of C-54s
and a lone C-118, all provided courtesy of the CIA.

Though little different from a civilian DC-6 transport on the outside, the
322nd Squadron’s C-118 was an engineering marvel. “It was pieced together from
so many different serial-numbered parts,” recalls squadron pilot Herbert Dagg,
“that it would have been untraceable if it went down.” The plane also had remov-
able tail numbers, which were sometimes changed multiple times during CIA-
sponsored flights. To add to the intentional confusion, crews were required to
file false flight plans and fly circuitous routes to mask points of origin and des-
tination.*

Outside eyes were not the only ones the CIA was out to fool. The detach-
ment’s own aircrews were kept in the dark as to the identity of their agency pas-
sengers. All the windows were blackened, and curtains were always drawn
between the cockpit and the cabin. Crews were required to use only the front
door; passengers used only the rear. “I never even knew if the personnel we flew
were Asians,” said squadron member Justin Shires.*

Such was the case when the detachment got orders to fly the C-118 to Kur-
mitola. With perfect timing, a covered truck approached from the rear and
stopped at the plane’s back door. Six small figures dashed up the stairs, followed
by Jentzen and John Reagan. Throttling the engines back up, the crew taxied
down the runway and disappeared into the eastern skies.
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After a brief refueling stop in Bangkok, the Khampas were again aloft and head-
ing over the South China Sea. Curving north, they arrived at Kadena and were
taken to the small CIA compound on the air base for a three-day physical exam-
ination. Doctors found them to have well-developed chests and musculature—
no surprise, given their active lifestyles at high altitude. Notable was their low,
even pulse rates. A brief aptitude test showed that although none spoke any En-
glish, they exhibited good native intelligence. “Being merchants,” noted one CIA
case officer, “most had a certain sophistication stemming from their contact
across the region.”!

While still on Okinawa, the group was met by the Dalai Lama’s brother
Norbu, who joined them on the C-118 as they took to the air and veered south-
east. Four hours later, they descended toward a teardrop-shaped island in the
middle of the western Pacific. Though the Tibetans were never told the location—
some would later speculate it was Guam—they had actually arrived at the U.S.
trust territory of Saipan.?

Situated on the southern end of the Northern Mariana Islands chain, Saipan
was of volcanic origin and had an equally violent history of human habitation.
Its original population—seafarers from the Indonesian archipelago—was virtu-
ally wiped out by Spanish colonialists. Later sold to Germany and subsequently
administered by Japan as part of a League of Nations mandate, the island—
though no larger than the city of San Francisco—had taken on extraordinary
strategic significance by the time of World War II. This was because Allied strat-
egy in the Pacific hinged on the premise that the Japanese would not surrender
until their homeland was invaded. According to Allied estimates, such an inva-
sion would cost an estimated 1 million American lives and needed the support
of a concerted air campaign. For this, Washington required a staging base where
its bombers could launch and return safely; the Marianas chain, the U.S. top
brass calculated, fell within the necessary range.

Before the Allies could move in, however, there remained the thorny prob-
lem of removing nearly 32,000 Japanese defenders firmly entrenched on the
island. In June 1944, one week after the landings at Normandy, 535 U.S. naval
vessels closed on Saipan. In what was to become one of the most hotly contested
battles in the Pacific, they blasted the island from afar before putting ashore
71,000 troops.

46
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The Japanese were not intimidated. Having already zeroed their heavy
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