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It is not easy to be a spy on a foreign posting. One day at a party, the 
drunken wife of an IFS officer loudly announced: “Ladies and 
Gentlemen, meet the most charming officer from India’s external 
intelligence”. This is one of the several nuggets you will find in 
Raman’s book The Kaoboys of the R&AW, Down Memory Lane. This 
incident occurred when B Raman was posted in Geneva, working 
undercover as Consul General of India. All the information provided by 
Raman, who spent his career in the Research and Analysis Wing 
(R&AW), India’s External agency, is not in such a light vein. In fact, 
what’s interesting about the book is that it gives rare glimpses, mostly 
new to the Indian public, into the functioning of India’s external 
intelligence, its resounding achievements and some of its dismal 
failures.  
 
But who are these Kaoboys? Very few people in India have heard of 
Rameshwar Nath Kao, though he was held in great esteem by many 
heads of foreign states (Bush Sr. for example). In 1968, Kao was 
selected by Indira Gandhi to set up the R&AW after the IB was 
bifurcated into two separate agencies: one looking after internal 
intelligence (IB) and the other, the external (R&AW).  
 
Kao and ‘his boys’ were not new to the ‘spying’ business. One 
remembers the well-documented Spy in the Himalayas, written by the 
mountaineer MS Kolhi, about the joint attempt by the IB and the CIA 
to install a nuclear power-fuelled sensor on the top of Nanda Devi in 
1965. The idea was to keep a check on the Chinese nuclear test. Kao 
was then the chief of the Aviation Research Centre responsible for the 
operation, which eventually failed.  
 
The discreet Kao was a remarkable officer. Alexandre de Marenches, 
the legendary French external intelligence chief, once said about him: 
“What a fascinating mix of physical and mental elegance! What 
accomplishments! What friendships! And yet so shy of talking about 



himself, his accomplishments and his friends!”  
 
There are two ways to look at this book. One is to pick up a few 
‘scoopy’ details and highlight them, the other is to look at it as a 
textbook and learn from “memory lane” about intelligence collection 
and analysis and even covert operations. In the first category, Raman 
reveals enthralling facts. For example, about the mole in Yahya Khan’s 
office who informed his contacts in the R&AW about the impending air 
attack on air force bases in December 1971; the ISI’s connection with 
the LTTE; the fact that Prime Minister IK Gujral decided to shut down 
the covert operations division to implement his famous doctrine; the 
phone calls from General Zia to Morarji to inquire about urine therapy 
or the extraordinary clout of the Hindujas during the first disclosures of 
the Bofor scam.  
 
Some ‘revelations’ are new, some were already known, like the 
Coomar Narain spy case which remained in the press for weeks in the 
80’s. French intelligence officers used to visit the PMO on Sundays, 
select documents and take photocopies of whatever files interested 
them. Ultimately, the French ambassador was declared persona non 
grata and given 48 hours to leave the country. France later promoted 
him to Director General of the French Ministry of External Affairs 
(equivalent to Foreign Secretary) for his ‘good work’.  
 
Such an operation, analysed in detail by Raman, was one of the 
greatest failures in counter-intelligence. To study such cases could 
certainly help avoiding their recurrence.  
 
The book covers the history of R&AW since its inception in September 
1968 till Raman retired from service in August 1994. Throughout those 
years one feels Raman’s bitterness against the US State Department 
for having constantly sponsored (often through the ISI) activities 
detrimental to India’s security. Is it different today, with Islamabad 
remaining the ‘privileged partner’ of the US against terrorism?  
 
Historians and analysts will welcome this first insight into India’s 
intelligence agency, though Raman’s statement that the R&AW’s 
Historical Division is no more will certainly cause disappointment. Can 
we hope that the government will have the wisdom to soon revive it, 
so that our children can one day read the equivalent of CIA’s covert 
operations recently released by the CIA? Doubtful! 


