
The Balipara Frontier Tract 

Towards Tawang 

 

 

World War I was finished, five years had passed since the Simla Conference, 

but nothing much had moved on the India-Tibet border front. 

The district, known since 1919 as the Balipara Frontier Tract, was formed in 

1913, under the name of “Western Section of the North-East Frontier”. 

Captain G. A. Nevill of the Indian Police was its first Political Officer. He 

remained posted there for 17 years.  

Previously, the Deputy Commissioner of Darrang in Assam had been 

responsible for the relations with the hill tribes of the border areas. As a 

consequence of the events of 1911-19121 the administration of the North-

East Frontier was reviewed and the Central and Eastern Sections (later 

known as the Sadiya Frontier Tract) of the North-East Frontier were placed 

under two separate Political Officers.2  

On March 20, 1919, on the recommendation of the then Chief 

Commissioner, Sir Nicholas Beatson-Bell, the designation of the Western 

Section of the North-East Frontier was changed to ‘Balipara Frontier Tract’. 

In August 1919, the Chief Commissioner of Assam had to write to the 

Government of India about the inadequacy of the garrisons maintained in 

Darrang and North Lakhimpur: “since 1914 neither the Political Officer, 

Sadiya, nor the Political Officer, Balipara had been able to make proper tours 

or promenades”. 

He recommended to the Government of India the raising of a 5th Battalion 

of the Assam Rifles for the protection of the Western Section of the North 

East Frontier. This was sanctioned by the Secretary of State on April 14, 

1920.  



He insisted on the strategic importance of Jamiri3, “so situated that it 

controls a very large area of country”, adding “good roads exist from Jamiri 

to Rupa and Shergaon, easy for ponies. It is also close to the Tawang area 

and near the Tibetan Trade route from Udalguri to Lhasa. There is no doubt 

that as soon as China settles down this Tibetan Frontier will become of great 

importance.” 

In 1914, the Chief Commissioner of Assam had already noted: “China has 

still its eyes on Tibet and on Lhasa, the pro-Chinese party is growing in 

influence and should China gain control of Tibet the Tawang country is 

particularly adapted for a secret and easy entrance into India. Russia is also 

trying to establish her influence in Tibet, and, if successful, could safely and 

secretly send her emissaries into India by this route.” 

That is perhaps why China is still so interested by the area around Tawang.  

 

British Visitors in Tawang area 

The border issue which had been lying dormant for nearly two decades was 

revived by the visit of British scientists in the area. One of them is the 

botanist Frederick Kingdon-Ward who visited Tawang area for the first time 

in 19354. He left Tezpur on April 25, taking the direction of Doimara5, 

Kingdon-Ward proceeded via Pangim pass, Shergaon and Domkho to Dirang 

Dzong where he stayed till May 25. The next day, he left for Nyukmadong 

and Senge where he halted for a few days. On June 3, he crossed the Sela 

pass to reach Luguthang two days later. On June 12, he entered Tibet via 

the Tulung-la pass. During the following weeks he visited Pome region, 

returning to Mago in India in October, 1935. He was back in Dirang on 

October 14 and Jamiri on October 28. His visit created a diplomatic incident 

as Kingdon-Ward had not obtained the proper permission to visit Tibet6. 

Two other British scientists/adventurers journeyed through the area south of 

the McMahon Line as well as Southern Tibet during the same period; Frank 



Ludlow7, the ornithologist, who had been associated with the British school 

in Gyantse in the 1920s and Major G. Sherriff. They have left a description of 

their 1934 trips8. Entering Bhutan near Dewangiri, they reached Tashigang 

on June 22. After a few days stop at Sakden, near the Bhutan-Monyul 

border, they preceded to Tawang where they arrived on July 12. They took a 

two days break, before continuing north to Tsona via Bumla pass. Later 

Ludlow came back through the Tulung-la pass and Mago where he stayed 

from July 30 to August 7. He returned via the same route Tulung-la, Tsona, 

Dongkar, Mela to Bhutan before reaching Dewangiri on November 11, 1934.  

In October 22, 1936, Ludlow and Major Sherriff accompanied by Dr. 

Lumsden passed again through Tawang; this time they were on their way to 

Tsari and Mechukha.  

Ludlow describes the area of the McMahon without mentioning it by name: 

As befits a river which has cut its way through the main range, the 

valley is built on magnificent lines. It is nowhere wide, but the 

mountain slopes on either bank tower precipitously upwards to great 

heights and are densely forested. At Pangchen and Lepo the river 

meanders silently through grassy meads, but elsewhere it is a swift 

torrent. It pierces the main range a few miles above Trimo where it is 

confined to a narrow gorge. At the junction of the Tsuk Chu the river 

bed is so clogged with gigantic boulders that the waters are invisible. 

Despite the precipitous nature of the valley, there are numerous 

villages. The inhabitants as far as Trimo are Monbas, and are under 

the jurisdiction of Tawang. 

In Ludlow’s notes, there is no mention on the political and social situation in 

the region. 

 

The First Lightfoot Expedition (1936) 



One question was bothering the Government in Delhi: where is the frontier 

between Tashigang’s district of Bhutan and the Balipara Frontier Tract? The 

question came for discussion in 1933 and two years later, it was finally 

agreed between the two Governments that a joint team of officers would 

inspect the ground. This gave the pretext for the first visit to Tawang by a 

British officer after the 1914 border Agreement. 

Captain G. Lightfoot, the Political Officer in Balipara spent five days in 

Tawang (from April 10 to 14, 1936); he also visited Lumla where the 

negotiations with the Bhutanese took place. The settlement of the Central 

Monpa boundary was eventually successfully concluded. 

Lightfoot did not have at that time any special orders from his government 

to look into the presence of the Tibetan administration in the area.  

Lightfoot’s report dealt mainly with the question of the boundary with 

Bhutan. The presence of the Tibetans was however mentioned. 

On his return there was an immediate reaction from the Assam Government. 

The Chief Secretary wrote to the Government of India May 29, 1936, 

pointing out “the authority of the two Tsona  Dzongpons Ragashah and 

Gaden did not extend south of the Manda-la and Bomdila Line.” 

He also informs us that of the Rs. 5,000 posa, Rs. 1,122 is sent by the 

Tawang Monastery to Lhasa where the amount is paid to Drepung Monastery 

and Rs.522 retained by the Tibetan Government. The balance of Rs. 3,878 is 

divided among the Dzongpons of Tawang and Tsona Dzongs.  

The location of the Bhutan-Tawang boundary was subsequently entered on 

the Survey of India quarter-inch sheet maps. 

The simple fact of discussing the border with Bhutan, west of Tawang was a 

proof that the British had decided to reassert their rights accrued from the 

1914 Agreement.  



Lightfoot also took the opportunity to inform the local representative of the 

Tsona Dzongpons that the area was Indian and the Monpas were British 

citizens. 

 

The Second Lighfoot Expedition 

During the following years, the penetration continued at a slow pace. 

On September 1936, the Assam Chief Secretary wrote to the Political Officer, 

Balipara Frontier Tract: 

The Tibet Conference of 19119 resulted in the delimitation of the Indo-

Tibetan frontier from the eastern frontier of Bhutan to the Isu Razi 

pass on the Irrawaddy-Salween water parting. The line, which was 

accepted by the Government of Tibet, was demarcated on maps then 

specially prepared, and is known as the Macmahon10 Line. Sir Henry 

Macmahon recommended in his memorandum that while great care 

should be taken to avoid friction with the Tibetan Government and the 

vested interests of the Tawang monastery, an experienced British 

officer should proceed to the western part, of the area south of the 

Line to settle its future administration.  

Though it was not mentioned in his report, this was also the objective of the 

expedition of Captain Nevill in April 1914. The Chief Secretary continues: 

The 1914 Convention was never published, mainly because the 

Chinese Government failed to ratify it, and nothing was done to give 

effect to Sir H. Macmahon's recommendation for extension of 

administration in the Tawang area. Another consequence is that many 

published maps still show the frontier of India along the administered 

border of Assam. 

Unfortunately, while the Government of India and London had remained 

passive, the Chinese had started moving. The Chief Secretary says:  



An important point to notice is that the latest Chinese atlases show 

almost the whole of the tribal area south of the Macmahon Line up to 

the administered border of Assam as included in China. 

It amounts to this, that while the Chinese already claim a large stretch 

of Indian territory east of Tawang as part of the Sikang province of 

China, the Tibetan Government, over whom the Chinese claim 

suzerainty, are collecting revenue and exercising jurisdiction in the 

Tawang area many miles south of the international frontier. The 

Government of India consider that some effective steps should be 

taken to challenge activities which may be extended to a claim on 

behalf of China to Tawang itself, or even Bhutan and Sikkim. They 

therefore propose to demand from the Tibetan Government, which has 

recently re-affirmed the Macmahon Line, that collection of revenue for 

the latter Government in the Tawang area should be discontinued, and 

the question whether it will be necessary to introduce Indian 

administration to replace Tibetan officials in that area has been left for 

further consideration in the light of Mr. Gould's report on conclusion of 

his mission to Lhasa.  

The Government of Assam had started realizing that the time had come to 

move and to move fast. It was therefore envisaged to start collecting taxes 

from the Tawang area. The Chief Secretary’s report says: 

The suggestion which has now been made to this Government is that it 

is highly desirable to emphasise the interest of British India in the 

Tawang area either by actual tours or by collecting the revenue 

ourselves, since the mere reproduction of the Macmahon Line on 

Survey of India Maps would be insufficient to correct false impressions 

which have gained ground in the years since 1914. The continued 

exercise of jurisdiction by Tibet in Tawang and the area south of 

Tawang might enable China, or still worse, might enable any other 



power which may in future be in the position to assert authority over 

Tibet, to claim prescriptive rights over a part of the territory 

recognised as within India by the 1914 Convention. In taking any 

steps of the nature contemplated it would be necessary to make it 

very clear that there is no intention to interfere with the purely 

monastic collection of the Tawang monastery. 

The Governor forwarded this note to the Government of India in May 1937, 

stating that “Tawang was undoubtedly Tibetan up to 1914, when it was 

ceded to India, but that, though undoubtedly British, it has been controlled 

by Tibet, and none of the inhabitants have any idea that they are not 

Tibetan subjects”. 

The Governor explains his reasoning behind his decision: 

More impressive and permanent action is required if Tawang is to be 

effectively occupied and possible intrusion by China into that area 

forestalled. Great importance was attached to Tawang in 1914 by Sir 

Henry McMahon and Sir Charles (then Mr C.A.) Bell, and it was then 

urged that a tactful and discreet officer should be posted to Tawang for 

the summer months, with instructions to collect a light tax but at the 

same time to leave the people to manage their own affairs. His 

Excellency considers that the time has now come when the policy 

advocated in 1914 but so long held in abeyance should be carried out. 

His Excellency would therefore propose that a European officer of the 

Indian Police with experience of frontier diplomacy should be posted as 

Assistant to the Political Officer, Balipara Frontier Tract, and should 

proceed to Tawang in the spring of 1938 and remain there for the 

summer, the visit being repeated year by year for the present. He 

should be furnished with an escort of a size consistent with the 

importance of his mission and sufficient for his protection. This would 

be not less than one platoon of the Assam Rifles. He should have a 



carefully selected Sub-Assistant Surgeon who, in addition to his 

ordinary duties, would give free to the local inhabitants the medical 

treatment of which they are believed to be in great need.  

Shillong and Delhi had realized that it was time to wake up if they did not 

want to face more serious problems later. To bring a minimum of 

administration through health services, first in the form of healthcare, would 

be the best way to show the local population India’s concerns. The note 

continues: 

The Governor would propose to impress upon the officer deputed to 

Tawang the great importance of tactful behavior towards the 

inhabitants. In particular it is desirable that he should, as suggested 

by Sir Charles Bell, give to the owners of private states an assurance 

that their proprietary rights would be respected, and to the monks of 

Tawang monastery an undertaking that the Tibetan Government would 

be consulted whenever a new head Lama was appointed. 

What the British should have done in 1914, was still to be accomplished in 

the 1930’s. It would take 15 more years to be implemented on the ground. 

 

A New Expedition 

It was in these circumstances that it was proposed to send a small 

expedition to Tawang. Its objective was to: “examine the country, get into 

touch with the inhabitants, and form some estimate of its revenue 

possibilities”. Only after receiving the report of the appointed-head of the 

mission11, decisions would be taken. 

It was not called a promenade anymore, though Lightfoot’s task was “to 

explore facts rather than to issue orders and make decisions.” 

It was not an easy decision. During his visit to Lhasa in 1936, Basil Gould 

had already discussed the topic of Tawang with the Kashag, the Tibetan 

Cabinet. 



The Tibetan position was the following: 

(1) Up to 1914 Tawang had undoubtedly been Tibetan,  

(2) The Tibetans regarded the adjustment of the Tibet-Indian 

boundary as part and parcel of the general adjustment and 

determination of boundaries contemplated in the 1914 Convention. If 

they could, with our help, secure a definite Sino-Tibetan boundary 

they would of course be glad to observe the Indo-Tibetan border as 

defined in 1914,  

(3) They had been encouraged in thinking that His Majesty's 

Government and the Government of India sympathised with this way 

of regarding the matter owing to the fact that at no time since the 

Convention and Declaration of 1914 had the Indian Government taken 

steps to question Tibetan claim, or to assert British authority in the 

Tawang area. There is, of course, no possible doubt that the Indo-

Tibetan boundary was definitely determined; 

Capt. Lightfoot was issued orders by the Governor to proceed to Tawang: “I 

am to ask you to be scrupulously careful to give no impression that the 

matter can be reopened. Your presence with an escort in Tawang will in itself 

be an assertion of British authority, but your conduct in all things should be 

such as may be calculated to cause least shock to Tibetan susceptibilities." 

The Governor then suggests the notification of a Control Area which would 

include the “Tawang area and the country to the south as far as the 

administered border12”. The more information that could be obtained by 

Lightfoot, the better, was the general briefing; further: “Any officials of the 

Tibetan Government whom you may encounter will realise at once that we 

are at last asserting our rights.” 

Lightfoot was told: “You should endeavour to find out exactly what they are 

doing on our side of the boundary and note for the information of 

Government their attitude and any claims they may make. It would be 



improper for you to give them any orders; that will have to be done through 

the Government of India.” 

The Governor’s conclusions were: “It is better to go too slow than too fast”. 

Everyone knew that it could have serious diplomatic with the Tibetan 

government.  

The expedition reached Tawang on the April, 30 1938. It stayed in the area 

for 9 weeks visiting Pamakhar, Lumla, Sangulm, Shakti, Shurbi, Thrimu, 

Shyaro and Rho. The British officer was appalled by the living conditions of 

the Monpas: “The Monbas who occupy the whole of the Tawang Tract are a 

peaceful and friendly people. They appear to have no warlike instincts and 

are completely under the domination of the Tibetans whom they hate and 

fear.”  

This will remains a feature of the relations between the Monpas and the 

Tibetans, till the 1951 expedition of Major Bob Khathing. 

The report continues: 

Our visit raised hopes that they might be relieved of the Tibetan yoke 

but there was grave uneasiness at our departure lest they should be 

punished for the help they had given us… To sum up, the reasons why 

Tibetan domination is loathed by the Mombas and is intolerable by any 

civilized standards are: 

1. Forced labour and extortion of supplies. 

2. Failure by the Tibetans to protect them from Aka oppression. 

3. Payment of tribute to several recipients independently at 

rates bearing no relation to the ability of villagers to pay. 

4. Payment at monopolist prices for salt, which is an absolute 

necessity of life and for rice which is reasonable luxury. 

5. A brutal and unspeakably corrupt judicial system. 



Captain Lightfoot’s arrival was immediately reported to Lhasa. Basil J. Gould, 

the Political Officer in Sikkim was called by the Kashag who asked for an 

immediate recall of the expedition.  

On his way to Tawang, Captain Lightfoot had noticed (and reported to the 

Assam Government) that Tibetan officials had been collecting taxes even in 

his presence. The Tibetans were asked to stop. 

The Assam Governor wanted the Tibetan Government officials to be 

requested to return to “their side of the international boundary”.  

The Government of India was more cautious, thinking of the economic 

implication of a permanent British occupation of the area. 

Delhi was averse to "any action which would commit them to permanent 

occupation and further expenditure," however, the government ordered 

Lightfoot to “inform all concerned that Tawang is by treaty Indian and not 

Tibetan territory”. It had to be impressed on Tibetan officials.  

Further the young Captain was told that he “should not however demand 

their withdrawal and should give no assurances to local inhabitants but 

should simply inform them that he has been sent to make enquiries into 

local conditions and that Government will decide after he returns whether to 

take any further interest in them or not.” 

The Government of India was aware that “this attitude may create 

difficulties for Lightfoot but [it is the] only possible line until future policy has 

been decided.” 

On his return to the plains, Lightfoot gave a report of the conditions in 

Tawang as well as concrete recommendations “for the future control of this 

area”: 

(1) The Tibetan Government should be asked to withdraw their 

officials, viz. the Tsona Dzongpons and their assistants. With them will 

automatically disappear their exactions of tribute and forced labour. 

Till this is done our prestige must inevitably be non-existent. 



(2) It would be of the utmost advantage if the withdrawal of the 

Tibetan officials from the monastery could be arranged, making it, 

what in fact it is, a Monba monastery. So inextricably are State and 

Religion intermingled in Tibet that till the Tibetan monastic officials are 

withdrawn, Tibetan influence and intrigue will persist in the 

surrounding country. 

(3) The monopolies of salt and rice should be abolished. 

(4) Payment of tribute in kind, whether to us or the monasteries, 

should be abolished and payment in cash substituted. Payment in kind 

means carriage of the bulky tribute by forced labour, the form of 

oppression most bitterly resented now.  

We have earlier mentioned the ‘ula’ system. Lightfoot also made some 

proposals that he called ‘innovations’: 

In place of the present haphazard and inequitable tribute in kind I beg 

to propose that tribute in cash at the rate of Rs.5 a house be paid to 

the Government of India throughout the Control Area the 

establishment of which is proposed below. This rate of tax may seem 

high as an initial rate, but I am of the opinion that it is not excessive.  

I think, indeed, that in a few years this rate might even be increased. 

Such a fixed and properly distributed tax would be a boon to the 

villagers in that it would do away with the greater part of the forced 

labour now being inflicted on them. I have calculated that at the 

beginning about Rs. 11,000 in tribute would be collected from such a 

tax.  

According to the information brought back by the British officer, in the 

Tawang area there were about 80 villages, each with an average of 15 

houses while in the Dirang area there were about 15 larger villages of about 

40 houses each. Around Kalaktang, some 15 Monba villages were surveyed 

with 12 houses each plus two Sherdukpen villages of 160 houses.  



Lightfoot’s conclusion was that there were roughly 2,140 houses; it is how 

he arrived at this figure of approximately Rs. 11,000.  

It should be noted that during the Indo-Chinese negotiation on the border in 

1960, the Chinese produced some documents in the possession of the 

Tibetans which providing more information. Their purpose was to justify that 

Tawang ‘belonged’ to China. They brought a list of households for Tsona 

Dzong from which corvee was to be exacted. This list had been supposedly 

approved by the Regent of Tibet in 1860. As stated by the Chinese 

negotiators in their part of the 1960 Report of the Officials’ talks: 

The number of households from which corvee [ula] was to be exacted 

and taxes collected by Tsona Dzong in various places in Monyul was 

recorded in detail, as well as those individual households from which 

corvee and taxes were to be exempted. 

For instance, it mentioned 299 households in Shar Tso, 244 

households in Sem, 165 households in Lhaog, 24 households in 

Yugsum, 44 households in Rho and Gyamdagpa, 93 households in 

Pemakharpa, 60 households in Tonlen, 127 households in Drepa Tso, 

262 households in Panchen Din Dru, 139 households in Senge Dzong 

and others. 

A tax register kept by the Tibetan Government was also produced. It did not 

prove the Chinese point as all these records dated back from before 1914 

and in any case, it had nothing to do with the Chinese government. One 

does not know what was discussed in Simla regarding the taxes of the areas 

transferred to India (south of the McMahon Line). A moratorium was 

probably decided between Lochen Shatra and the British Plenipotentiary.  

The Chinese delegation to the 1960 negotiations states in its section of the 

Official’s Report: 

In 1895, the Tibet local government [the Lhasa Government], 

according to the original tax register, issued a new tax register for 



Tsona Dzong. This tax register made it clear at the very beginning that 

‘this register was revised according to the register of the Water 

Monkey Year13 with new taxes added, and is basically the same as that 

stipulated in the Wood Chicken Year’, and said that the taxes collected 

and corvee exacted from the various places of Monyul by the Tibet 

local authorities were ‘taxes and corvee for the government which are 

to be registered according to the respective contract taken under 

oath’.  

The fact that the Tibetan authorities in Tsona had a tax register before the 

Simla Agreement cannot be construed as proof that Tawang belongs today 

(or in 1960) to China. The Chinese delegation further stated: 

A communication of Silon Sholkhang of the Tibet local government in 

1914 mentioned that Tawang Labrang14 was to submit to Brags Tsong 

of Blogsalling [Loseling] of Drepong [Drepung] Monastery 10 Cheng of 

silver every year and that the Nyer Thsang was to submit 10 Cheng of 

silver annually. The corvee, taxes and rice rendered by Legpo and 

Panchen of the Monyul district to Tsona Dzong every year were worth 

approximately 30 cheng of silver. It was also said that “when there is 

war with other countries, 1,500 soldiers are to be enlisted according to 

the enlistment register. If recruits are not available, 25 Tibetan taels of 

silver are to be paid for every recruit not available, making a total of 

750 Cheng of Tibetan silver. 

Here again, this refers to 1914 or the pre-1914 period. There is no doubt 

that before the Simla Convention, the Tibetans used to collect ‘monastic’ 

taxes from the Tawang area and that it continued for some time. 

To come back to the Lightfoot’s ‘innovations’, he affirms: “I confidently 

anticipated that the amount of this tribute will gradually increase. Not only 

will freedom from oppression lead to greater prosperity, but the emigration 

of families seeking asylum in Bhutan will cease, and many will return”. 



The Political Officer further suggests: 

After the removal of the Tsona Dzongpons, I would suggest the 

appointment of two Agents, one of whom, the senior, would be 

stationed in Tawang, and the other in Dirangdzong.  

These Agents would be assisted by panchayats. The panchayat at 

Tawang would be composed of 2 Representatives of the monastery 

council, elected for a period of one year, and 4 village headmen, who 

would be elected by a meeting of all village headmen once a year. In 

the Dirangdzong area two panchayats would be necessary once in 

Dirang and the other in Kalaktang, the additional panchayat being 

necessary owing to the great distance between the two places.  

It is an interesting suggestion as the village councils had always played an 

important role in the administration of the tribal society15. 

Lightfoot gives further ideas of innovation in the administration: 

The Dirang panchayat would consist of the two Dirang Dzongpons, 

who are monastery officials, and, as in Tawang, 4 village headmen, 

who would be similarly elected. The Kalaktang panchayat would be 

composed in the same way as the Dirang panchayat, except that the 

Talung Dzongpons would take the place of the Dirang Dzongpons. 

These panchayats should be empowered to deal with all cases under 

the supervision of the Agents and, of course, subject to the right of 

appeal to the Political Officer of Balipara Frontier Tract. The two 

Agents, who should be Tibetan-speaking persons of good social 

position, should be given considerable powers to deal with cases 

independently of the panchayats when necessary. A brief summary of 

the two Agent's duties is given herewith. 

(i) The collection of the Rs.5 house tax. 

(ii) With the aid of the panchayat the hearing of cases. 

(ill) Checking and counting houses in the villages.  



(iv) Keeping the Political Officer informed of all matters 

concerning their areas. 

(v) Putting up of appeals. 

The Political Officer of Balipara Frontier Tracks thought that the Senior Agent 

should be posted in the Tawang Area, and would occasionally visit the 

Dirang Junior Agent who would work under him. Lightfoot envisaged an 

important role for the local system of Panchayat.  

He suggested that the Agents would be assisted by local headmen. He 

concludes by saying that: “Influence should tactfully be brought to bear to 

try and persuade the monastery officials to elect Monbas to their high 

religious posts and not to allow Tibetans to be brought from Drepung in 

Lhasa, in making this proposal tentatively as, being a matter of religion, it 

would have to be very carefully handled. As the Monbas dislike the Tibetans 

I do not think that such action would be difficult of accomplishment.” 

The antagonism between Monpas and Tibetans has always been strong, and 

the British have always been masters at using local differences. 

It is around this time in 1938 that the botanist Kingdon Ward made his 

second trip in the Monyul.  

During the 1938 Lightfoot’s trip, the alignment of the Tawang-Bhutan 

boundary was again discussed with the Bhutanese authorities.  

Lightfoot’s recommendations were more favourable to Bhutan than the 1936 

line. The 1938 line ran along the Warong Chu near Bleteng, then along the 

Tawang Chu and from there along the Ngangrang Chu to the Nyingsang La 

ridge. This was officially communicated to the Bhutan Government through 

Political Officer in Sikkim in November 1938 and accepted in July 1940. Till 

date, it has remained the de facto boundary. 

In his memoirs, Kingdon Ward’s mentions the Lightfoot’s expedition: 

In 1936-37 the Political Officer visited Tawang in connection with another 

matter than the frontier and reported to the Government of India, that 



Monyul was to all appearances a Tibetan province. The Government 

expressed well simulated surprise. “Tawang Tibetan? Why, it has been in 

Assam since 1914. But the Indian Government had surely overlooked the 

fact that previous to 1914, Monyul, and particularly Tawang, had been 

within the Tibetan administrative system for many years; that India had 

never done anything about it; and that therefore the administration had 

simply carried on. Obviously there had to be some form of government, 

and the Tibetan administration saw no good reason to move out until the 

Indian administration moved in. Better late than never. In the spring of 

this year (1938), an expedition was sent to Tawang to inform the Monba 

of Monyul that henceforth they were British subjects. The Monba raised 

no objection; the Tibetan Government did… 

Sir Gilbert Hogg, the acting Governor forwarded the proposals from Lightfoot 

to the Government of India on September 7, 1938: 

His Excellency cannot resist the conclusion that the report reveals a 

state of affairs far more serious than anything which the meager 

information previously available had suggested and one which is 

intolerable in an area which is undoubtedly British. His Excellency 

ventures to express the opinion that to acquiesce in the continuance of 

the state of virtual slavery in which the Monbas live is incompatible 

with the solemn commitments involved by the recent withdrawal of the 

reservation to the Slavery Convention in respect of unadministered 

parts of the Balipara Frontier Tract… 

His Excellency therefore ventures to trust that the Government of 

India will now place on record the decision that it is their intention to 

assume full responsibility in this area and that subject to the 

exigencies of the relationship which at present subsist between the 

Tibetan Government and the Government of India, steps will be taken 



at an appropriate time, the earlier the better, to relieve the Monbas 

from the previous oppression to which they are now subjected. 

For the Governor, the existing situation was intolerable and should be 

terminated as soon as possible.  

(1) A control area should be declared, with boundaries as proposed by 

the Political Officer. This will in itself entail no expenditure, but will 

mark the limits of the area from which the tribute proposed will be 

paid. 

(2) The Tibetan Government should be requested to withdraw their 

officials from this area. The absolute necessity of this. 

(3) Negotiations should be begun with the object of causing the 

substitution of Monba for Tibetan religious officials in Towang 

[Tawang] monastery and of placing the contributions to the monastery 

on a known and equitable basis, with the abolition of all forced labour.  

(4) Monopolies in salt and rice should be abolished.  

(5) A tribute of Rs. 5 per house should be imposed throughout the 

area.  

His Excellency recommends that this should be a tribute rather than a 

tax, for he considers that the area now under consideration must 

remain tribal territory and cannot form part of the Province of Assam 

even with the status only of an excluded area …The inhabitants are for 

the most part Buddhists, with no affinities with the plainsmen of 

Assam.  

(6) The administrative staff should consist of an Agent at Towang and 

Assistant Agent at Dirangdzong. 

The Governor estimated the expenses to put in place such a set up to be 

Rs.41,617 non-recurring and Rs. 37,896 recurring. 

In December 1938, the Government of India refused to accept the 

proposals, though it believed that a second expedition would be desirable 



“as there were signs that the Tibetan officials were reverting to their 

previous practices since our people had left.” 

Even this was finally dropped on April 29, 1939. Delhi was now of the 

opinion that a second tour could not be allowed as it "might result in the 

Government of India having to undertake permanent occupation in order to 

fulfill their obligations towards the Monbas".  

The decision was postponed for a year: “While agreeing that the situation 

should be watched, the Government of India trusted that nothing would be 

done to incur commitments in that area”. 

The War began soon after, diverting the attention and energies of the 

Empire towards more urgent fronts.  

 

Tibetan reaction to Lightfoot’s expedition  

During the 1960 India-China border talks, the Chinese side mentioned some 

writings of Kingdon-Ward on the status of Monyul. The Indian side expressed 

surprise that a book by Kingdon Ward, who has written number of books and 

articles mentioning the correct alignment of the McMahon Line should be 

cited.16 The botanist had said: 

What claim Tibet had to Monyul in the first instance is immaterial. The 

hard facts of the situation are: (i) that she was in effective possession of 

the country politically, socially and economically. (ii) that she ceded it to 

India in 1914. Had India been able to take up possession in 1914 no 

more would have been heard about the matter. But to present a cheque 

for payment quarter of a century after it has been drawn is always apt to 

cause ill feeling. This was particularly so in this case, because the cheque 

had been signed by one government and was presented in effect to 

another not perhaps quite so well disposed towards India. It is 

inconceivable that the present Tibetan Government is entirely ignorant of 

the 1914 treaty. Somewhere in the archives of the Devashung17 there 



must be a copy, minute – something. But the Kashag has apparently 

assumed blissful unconsciousness of any such transaction, and worked 

itself up into a state of moral indignation. It cannot, however, repudiate 

the treaty, because whether or not it possesses a copy, the Indian 

Foreign Office obviously has one. And so the matter stands at the 

moment, with the Indian Government forced to make up its mind quickly 

what it intends to do about Monyul. 

Indeed the Government had to decide, because Lhasa remained active. 

In the autumn of 1942, Lhasa dispatched of a senior Tibetan officer of the 

rank of a Dapon18 who arrived in Tawang escorted by armed men. He soon 

announced to the authorities that the entire Monyul was Tibetan territory. 

Summons was sent to the Shardukpen Rajas and the Monpa headmen to 

immediately report in Tawang; they were told that taxes were to be paid to 

the Tibetan Government, through Lhasa’s agent, the Dzongpon of Tsona. 

The Dapon further appointed a committee comprising the two Talung 

Dzongpons, the six Drukdrel members and the Hatho Raja of Domkho-

Morshing to study the correct alignment of the Indo-Tibetan frontier.  

A brief summary of the Committee’s report was presented by the Chinese 

officials during the Sino-Indian border talks in 1960. Probably under the 

pressure of the Dapon, the Committee made some extraordinary claims: the 

Tibetan territory extended upto the Brahmaputra; even Udalguri and 

Kariapara were Tibetan territories; further the British authorities 

administered the area “on behalf of the Tibetan Government by paying a 

posa of Rs. 5,000”. 

A circular letter was issued by the Dapon to the Shardukpen chiefs on 

October 20, 1942; and another letter on October 29 by the Monastic Council 

and a third to the Monpa Chiefs of Dirang area. According to the Chinese 

delegation during the 1960 border talks, a ‘letter of assurance’ was 



thereafter given by the Dzongpons of Dirang Dzong and Taklung Dzong to 

Lhasa, which is called ‘the Tibet local government’19, by the Chinese: 

We have received the order (referring to the order issued by the Tibet 

local authorities20) that as stated in the other orders previously, 

issued, strict control should be exercised hereafter in your areas so 

that not a single foreigner should be allowed to cross the border at any 

time to move about in our territory, or to enter either by mixing in 

crowds or sneaking in; and that such cases, if any, should be reported 

promptly. Following the order, which all our men under the  

Dzongpons and headmen along the frontiers fully understand, we have 

made it known to all and will execute it scrupulously. 

While at Tawang, the Dapon is said to have looked into the affairs of the 

Tawang monastery and a dispute between the Paodung estate and the 

gompa. As a result several of the monks were expelled for the misbehavior. 

The Tsona Dzongpons were also directed to take greater interest in Monpa 

affairs.  

In Lhasa, Tsipon Shakabpa passed some orders based on the report of the 

Dapon about various pastures in Monyul. 

This confirms that the Tibetan Government was still trying to manage the 

land and pastures revenue at the beginning of the 1940s.  

The Dzongpons would continue to pay their visits from time to time and try 

to collect as much taxes’ as possible. In the meantime, serious discussions 

had started in Lhasa on the confirmation of the Red Line.  

This was probably one of the last Tibetan inroads south of the McMahon 

Line. But the issue was far from being solved.  

 

Note of the Administrative Changes 

During the years following the Simla Conference, the Government of British 

India changed the administrative set up of these areas several times. 



The origin of what became known as the North-East Frontier Agency, can be 

traced to the Government of India, Foreign and Political Department, 

Notification of 1914, which stipulated that that the Assam Frontier Tracts 

Regulation of 1880 would extend to the hills inhabited or frequented by 

Abors, Miris, Mishmis, Singphos, Nagas, Khamptis, Bhutias, Akas and Daftas. 

The North-East Frontier Tract was composed of the Central and Eastern 

Section, the Lakhimpur Frontier Tract and the Western Section. 

In 1919, the Central and Eastern sections of the NEFA were renamed as the 

Sadiya Frontier Tract in the east and the Western Section became the 

Balipara Frontier Tract. The Lakhimpur Frontier Tract in the south continued 

to keep its designation.  

In 1937, the Frontier Tracts came to be known as the Excluded Areas of the 

province of Assam under the provision of Section 9[1] of the Government of 

India Act, 1935. These ‘Excluded Areas’ were under the direct charge of the 

Governor of Assam who administered them at his discretion through the 

Political Officers. 

In 1946, the Balipara Frontier Tract was divided, for administrative 

convenience, into the Sela Sub-Agency (Tawang region) and the Subansiri 

area.  

In 1948, the remaining portion of the Sadiya Frontier Tract was bifurcated 

into two separate administrative charges, namely, the Abor Hills District and 

the Mishmi Hills District. 

Later, under the Regulation of 1954, the administrative units were renamed 

with redefined boundaries. The Balipara Frontier Tract was bifurcated into 

the Kameng Frontier Division and Subansiri Frontier Division. 

These slow administrative developments show that the British interests in 

the region developed gradually.  

In is only in 1986, that Arunachal Pradesh, the former NEFA became a full-

fledged State of the Union of India. 



  



The Tawang Tracks 

Asserting Sovereignty 

 

In the years following the death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, most of the 

energies of the Tibetan nation were turned towards finding the new 

incarnation of their leader and enthroning him as the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. 

Political life of the Roof of the World practically came to a halt; however the 

Chinese took the occasion of a condolence Mission in 1934 to return to Tibet 

and leave a Representative posted in the Tibetan capital. A few issues 

remained unsolved, mainly the border problems between Tibet and China 

and to a lesser extent with British India. 

Amar Kaur Jasbir Singh, the author of Himalayan Triangle21, based on 

records of the British Library, analyzed: 

By the time Basil Gould left Lhasa22, he and his party of British officers 

had spent five months having frequent talks with the Regent and other 

Tibetan officials. His departure in February 1937 marked a new phase 

in British relations with Tibet. The British presence in Lhasa was 

established on a new footing; a British officer, Hugh Richardson, was 

left behind to offset the Chinese foothold in Lhasa, while the 

Government of India was able to congratulate itself on the 'gradual 

emergence of a more trustful and confident attitude on the part of the 

Regent and Tibetan Government'. Richardson believed that, 'If the 

exact status of the Mission had ever been questioned by the Tibetan 

Government, there might have been recourse to the provisions of the 

Simla Convention, but this did not occur and the semi-permanent 

representation at Lhasa was, therefore, an example of the advantage 

of falling in with the Central Asian tendency to avoid precise 

definitions'. Although the arrangement was undefined and considered 



temporary, yet from February 1937 it was to remain virtually 

unchanged until the Chinese invasion of 1950. 

To understand the current border issue with China as well as the 1962 

conflict, it is necessary to look at the British position on the North East 

Frontier Agency23 and the McMahon Line in the forties. 

As seen earlier, during the Simla Conference in 1914, Lochen Shatra and Sir 

Henry McMahon had separate talks about the Indo-Tibetan border in the 

Northeast. An agreement was reached on March 24, 1914 and letters and 

maps were exchanged.  

The Tibetans accepted to cede the area north of the Sela Pass inhabited by 

the Monpas to British India. This area surrounds the Tawang monastery and 

includes a few nearby valleys. The compromise was accepted by the 

Tibetans after the British Plenipotentiary promised to pressure the Chinese 

government to approve the demarcation of the border between Tibet and 

China. Unfortunately, the Chinese Nationalist government obstinately 

refused to ratify the Simla Convention after having initialled it. This would 

have serious consequences for the border between India and Tibet, and later 

India and China. 

 

The beginning of the Forties 

In August 1943, the position of the British government was made clear in a 

note24 from Anthony Eden to Dr. T. V. Soong, the Chinese Ambassador in 

Great Britain The memorandum starts thus: 

Since the Chinese Revolution of 1911, when Chinese forces were 

withdrawn from Tibet, Tibet has enjoyed de facto independence.25 

She has ever since regarded herself as in practice completely 

autonomous and has opposed Chinese attempts to reassert control.26 



On the ground, the Tibetans continued to consider the Tawang area as part 

of the Tibetan territory and the Dzongpons27 of Tsona levied (monastic) 

taxes as far south as Senge Dzong and Dirang Dzong. 

The British administration of Assam was faced with a difficult situation. 

These areas were so remote28 and inaccessible that the administration found 

them very difficult to penetrate. It was also clearly not a priority for the 

British to assert their rights accrued from the Simla Convention. 

Amar Kaur Jasbir explains: “Exploration along strategic river valleys had 

been slight and intermittent, and were conducted rather more on the lines of 

a military expedition than of political penetration. The main consideration 

had been the expansionist aims of China when, before the revolution [of 

1911], she had attempted to establish posts at several places within the 

tribal areas of the north-east frontier of India.” 

The main difficulty was the terrain. It was practically impossible to access 

these areas. 

 

The Historical Background of the Foreign Office Note 

On July 19, 1945, as World War II was coming to a close, G.V. Kitson, the 

head of the China Division in the Foreign Office in London prepared an 

extensive note on the McMahon Line and the historical background of the 

dispute.29  

To have a more general view of the situation, it has to be read along with 

the note of Sir Olaf Caroe on the Status of Tibet which is studied in another 

chapter. 

The Foreign Office’s Note gives a historical background of the British position 

on the McMahon Line and the dispute with Lhasa after the British decided to 

start ‘administering’ the areas south of the Red Line.  



A separate annex30 of Kitson’s note provides the history between 1914 and 

the early 1940’s. It is necessary to first go through the annex before 

studying the main Note drafted by Kitson. 

The Government of British India for the first time became worried about the 

Chinese when the latter briefly invaded Tibet in 1910. Suddenly, London 

realized that the border between British India and Tibet had never been 

demarcated on the ground. It was not a problem, as long as the Tibetans 

were in charge of their own affairs. They were a peace-loving people and for 

centuries, traders, monks and officials crisscrossed the border at several 

points or passes without any problem. The Annex to the Foreign Office’s note 

explains the situation thus:  

The situation before 1910 on the border between Assam and Tibet 

appears to have been that there lay between British and Tibetan 

administered areas a wide belt of territory inhabited mostly by wild 

tribesman such as the Mishmis, Abors and Akas, and untouched by 

either British or Tibetan control. When in 1910 the Chinese invaded 

Tibet and occupied Lhasa, they sent several parties into this no-man’s 

land of tribal territory and it appeared likely that we should shortly find 

Chinese control extending as far as the foothills overlooking the Assam 

Valley, which would have given us an international frontier awkward 

for both political and military purposes. In these circumstances, a 

series of British expeditions were sent into this tribal territory in order 

to ensure that Chinese influence should not come inconveniently close 

to our administered territory, and to ascertain what would be a good 

frontier at which to aim. In 1912, when the Chinese Revolution 

occurred, the Tibetans drove the Chinese from Tibet and the Chinese 

attempts at infiltration into this area stopped31.  

The British called the Assam plains ‘our administrated areas’, in comparison 

with the territories north of the Inner Line, though considered part of the 



Empire, were not directly administrated by the Governments of Assam or 

India. It was for this reason why some maps of British India were shown 

without these areas. The Chinese were too happy to deduce from this that 

the territories north of Assam were part of China. 



 
(Map of the Tawang area) 

Historical Background 



As mentioned earlier, during the Simla Convention in 1914, a frontier 

between British India and Tibet was agreed upon between Sir Henry 

McMahon and Lonchen Shatra, the Tibetan Minister32. 

As Kitson’s historical Note points out, the map was incorporated in two 

documents: 

1. An exchange of letters dated 24th and 25th March, 1914 between Sir 

Henry McMahon and Lonchen Shatra to which were annexed two 

sheets of a fairly large scale map on which the line known as the 

McMahon line was drawn. This exchange of letters does not seem to 

have been given any form of ratification by the Tibetan Government, 

but no stipulation regarding ratification was made and it appears to 

have been regarded at the time by the Tibetans as binding on them. 

2. The Simla Convention itself, which was initialed subsequently by the 

British, Chinese and Tibetan representatives, provided that the 

frontiers of Tibet should be as shown by a red line on a small scale 

map annexed to the Convention. This red line followed the McMahon 

line in respect of that part of the Tibetan frontier to which the latter 

relates. The Chinese Government refused to allow their representative 

to proceed to signature of the Convention but by a declaration dated 

3rd July 1914, the British and Tibetan representatives agreed, with the 

authority of their Governments, that the Convention should be treated 

as binding between themselves. 

This legal stand over the border remained the position of the Government of 

British India till the time of Independence and later on, the Government of 

India will keep a similar position.  

Several years later33, in an answer to a question in Lok Sabha,34 whether 

India had a well-defined boundary with Tibet, Nehru told the Parliament: 

“The frontier from Bhutan eastwards has been clearly defined by the 

McMahon line which was fixed by the Simla Convention of 1914. The frontier 



from Ladakh to Nepal is delimited chiefly by long usage and custom... Our 

maps show that the McMahon line is our boundary and that is our boundary 

— map or no map. That fact remains and we stand by that boundary and we 

will not allow anybody to come across that boundary.” 35 

The British historical note gives more details about the principle used by 

McMahon and Shatra to demarcate the border during the Simla Conference: 

The line follows the main watershed of the Himalayas and would 

include in British territory some areas inhabited by people of 

Bhutanese origin which have always been under Tibetan rule. There is 

no doubt that Sir Henry obtained an extremely good bargain. 

Unfortunately no action was taken to bring under British administration 

the territory up to the McMahon line and the situation in practice 

reversed after 1914 to what it was before 1910, although there 

appears recently to have been some extension of revenue collecting 

activities by Tibetan authorities to the south of the frontier adjacent to 

the Bhutan inhabited areas referred to above. These encroachments 

were most evident in the Tawang area (close to the Bhutan border) 

and in the band of the Tsangpo river [Upper Siang].  

Was it part of a bargain? 

British India got a good deal with the demarcation of the border. Was there 

an unwritten clause that Delhi or Shillong would go slow on the integration 

of these areas, south of the Line. There is no archival material to prove this. 

But more surprising, it appears that many in the Government of India had 

forgotten about the famous Red Line. The note says: 

The Simla agreements of March and July, 1914 were not published and 

it was discovered in 1935 that neither the Political Officer, Sikkim nor 

the Government of Assam were aware of the existence of the 

McMahon line. 



It is the Chinese, when they started grabbing large chunks of India’s North 

East on their map, who triggered a renewed interest in the McMahon Line, 

especially after the Kuomintang's government denied the validity of the 

maps issued by the Surveyor General of India. While the Indian maps 

showed the international frontier between India and Tibet as agreed by 

McMahon and Shatra during the Simla Conference of 1914, the Chinese used 

the fact that they did not ratify the Convention to claim the entire NEFA. 

In her study of the British Archives, Amar Kaur Jasbir Singh wrote: “Since 

the Chinese had not put their signature to the arrangement, they insisted on 

issuing maps according to their own ideas.” She further explained:  

After the Government of India tried to keep the issue of Chinese map 

encroachment and the inclusion in the latest edition of Aitchison's 

Treaties the most discreet possible to avoid arousing Chinese 

suspicion, the lapse came to the knowledge of The Times India which 

requested Peter Fleming, its correspondent, to check the discrepancy 

between the Indian and Chinese claims. 

Fleming asked the Government of India for a clarification about: “some 

interesting information about the loss (on paper) of some 40,000 square 

miles of the British Empire, somewhere north of the Brahmaputra. It is, no 

doubt, a trifling loss; but the Editor feels that our readers would be 

interested in an accurate presentation of the facts regarding this 

cartographical lacuna”.  

It is then that Sir Olaf Caroe, then Deputy Secretary in the Foreign 

Department, decided to publish the records of the 1914 Convention, the 

exchange of notes on the boundary, to show the 'correct' Indo-Tibetan 

frontier as well as the Trade Regulations, annexed to the Simla Convention.  

Both the Foreign Office and the India Office did not want the Chinese 

Government to incorrectly argue that no agreement existed between India 

and Tibet, especially concerning the common frontier.  



Caroe also realized that the Government of India had had a problem when 

the botanist Frank Kingdon-Ward, visited Tibet from Assam.  

Lhasa loudly protested that the British scientist had penetrated Tibet (read 

Tawang region) without the prior sanction of the Tibetan Government. It is 

how Caroe took up the issue of the frontier between Tibet and India with his 

bosses in London. 

Soon he discovered that the Assam Government, had no copy of the text of 

the 1914 Convention; as a matter of fact they were not sure where the 

border was: “The north-east frontier does not ordinarily figure very 

prominently in our records and it was only with considerable difficulty and 

almost by chance that we were able to unearth the true position… 

Incidentally from a reference in the Kingdon-Ward case we came to know 

that the McMahon Line, by which the delimited frontier in this region is 

known, is well known to the Tibetan Government and is still fully accepted 

by them”. 

As we shall see later, the Tibetans had a tendency to forget the Convention 

when it was convenient, and remember it when it suited their interests. 

Sir Olaf then decided that “the 1914 Convention with Tibet and connected 

agreements should be published (with due avoidance of unnecessary 

publicity) and that the boundary as then laid down should be shown on maps 

published by the Survey of India”.  

By that time that the Nationalist Government in China started its 

cartographical claims over Tawang area and pleaded for its absorption into 

Sikang Province.  

 

Why was it not done earlier? 

One question needs to be asked, why was it not done earlier? 



Apparently, the main reason is that after the end of World War I, London 

tried for a few years to rope in the Chinese to accept to demarcate their 

border with Tibet and get their signature on the 1914 Convention.  

In front of the Nationalist irredentist attitude, the matter was dropped and 

the McMahon Line between India and Tibet was finally made official36. 

The Memorandum presented by Anthony Eden to Dr Soong in 1943 explains: 

Since 1911, repeated attempts have been made to bring about an 

accord between China and Tibet. It seemed likely that agreement 

could be found on the basis that Tibet should be autonomous under 

the nominal suzerainty of China, and this was the basis of the draft 

tripartite (Chinese-Tibetan-British) convention of 1914 which was 

initialled by the Chinese representative but was not ratified by the 

Chinese Government. The rock on which the convention and 

subsequent attempts to reach an understanding were wrecked was not 

the question of autonomy (which was expressly admitted by China) 

but was the question of the boundary between China and Tibet, since 

the Chinese Government claimed sovereignty over areas which the 

Tibetan Government claimed belonged exclusively to their autonomous 

jurisdiction. 

It is only in 1935 that Olaf Caroe pointed to the ‘unfinished’ issue of the 

1914 Convention. Kitson’s note further mentions London’s sudden hurry to 

get its act together as the Chinese threat existed: 

In 1936-7 there were indications that the Chinese might seek by force 

to bring Tibet under their control and the Government of India began 

considering what they should do to protect their claims to the 

McMahon line, which the Chinese would of course refuse to recognize.  

Faced by the danger coming from China, London decided to go ahead with 

two measures: 



1. The Simla agreements of March and July 1914 were published without 

ostentation in Aitchison’s Treaties, but without the maps attached 

thereto; 

2. The Survey of India produced a map showing the McMahon line and 

the attention of the leading map publishers in the United Kingdom was 

drawn to this map. 

This had to be followed by an occupation on the ground. London knew that 

the rule of occupation had some validity in international law, thereafter 

regular expeditions and missions were sent to the tribal areas of Assam.  

A number of exploratory expeditions were made into the un-

administered territory in question. In the spring of 1938 an expedition 

visited Tawang. It discovered that the Tawang areas itself north of the 

Sela Pass was completely under Tibetan administration and had been 

since long before 1914, and that the Tibetan revenue-collectors had 

extended their activities south into the Dirangzong [Dirang Dzong] and 

Kalaktang areas. The inhabitants of these three areas, which in the 

case of Tawang were of Bhutanese origin and in the case of the other 

two areas of tribal origin, were seriously oppressed and they all 

wanted to be brought under British control. Nevertheless the 

Government of India has not for financial reasons sanctioned any 

expeditions in this part of the frontier since 1938 and Tibetan revenue 

collections have continued. 

To establish a proper administration had serious economic implications and it 

was no question to just collect taxes like the Tibetan Dzonpons have been 

doing, but also to bring educational and health facilities to the local 

populations without disturbing their way of life. 

The Tibetans used to cross the McMahon line at 3 places: one was north of 

Tawang area on the western part of the Line, another was Walong in the 



eastern-most part near the trijunction with Burma and finally in the Yarlung 

Tsangpo/Siang/Brahmaputra. The note continues:  

In 1938 the extent of Tibetan infiltrations in the Tsangpo Valley 

became known and in March 1939 the area was visited. In 1940 the 

establishment of posts during the cold weather at Kargo and Tiga on 

the Tsangpo river was sanctioned and as these posts did not prevent 

the continuation of revenue collecting by the Tibetans up to within a 

few miles of their position, sanction was given by the Government of 

India in 1941 to annual tours right up to the McMahon line in this area. 

The Tibetan incursions were minimal in the central and eastern sectors 

(today’s Upper Siang and Anjaw district of Arunachal Pradesh). 

In the Lohit Valley area a friendly visit was paid to the Tibetan town of 

Rima in December 1939. It was found that there was some Tibetan 

encroachment south of the McMahon line but it was not very serious. 

In November 1941 a visit was authorized to Walonga [sic] and 

Menrilkraib in order to explore the possibility of the establishment of 

an aerodrome in this area south of the McMahon line. 

From the start, the Government of British India knew that the only solution 

was to negotiate an amicable way out with the Tibetans.  

When Mr. Gould (now Sir Basil) was at Lhasa in November 1936, he 

raised the question of the McMahon line with the Kashag, with the 

approval of His Majesty’s Government, making particular reference to 

Tawang. The Kashag replied that they were fully aware of the 1914 

convention that up to 1914 Tawang had been undoubtedly Tibetan, 

that they regarded the settlement of the Indo-Tibetan frontier as part 

of the settlement of ALL Tibetan frontiers by the Convention, and that, 

if they secured a definite Sino-Tibetan frontier, they would be glad to 

accept the McMahon line.  



This argument will come again and again during discussions between British 

and Tibetan officials. Some authors have argued that there might have been 

an understanding between Sir Henry McMahon and Lochen Shatra about 

this: the Tibetans would accept that the Red Line drawn north of Tawang but 

with condition the British would use their influence to fix the Tibet-China 

border in the east. The Note continues: 

They added that they understood from the Government of India’s 

action in not asserting their authority at Tawang that they agreed with 

this interpretation of the situation. Mr. Gould refused to agree to this 

version of events and the discussion was allowed to drop. In May 1938 

the Kashag complained to Norbhu Dhondup37 about the Tawang 

expedition38 which was then in progress and asked for its withdrawal. 

Norbhu, on instructions from the Government of India, countered by 

asking for the withdrawal of the Tibetan officials from Tawang, but the 

Kashag replied that Tawang was in Tibetan territory, that no one, at 

Lhasa could recall that Tawang had been ceded to India in 1914 and 

that the papers could not be found. Despite constant reminders, they 

[the Kashag] stuck to this line. 

The Tibetans suffered from amnesia when it suited them and had a sharp 

memory when it was of benefit to them. They could remember that they had 

entered a Treaty with Great Britain as an independent nation when it was 

necessary, but did not know about the border agreement. For a few years, 

especially during the Minority of the Dalai Lama, they played on both counts. 

The matter was once again reviewed in 1940. The views of Sir Basil Gould 

and the Government of Assam were the following: 

 The McMahon line was not a very good frontier either ethnographically 

or politically. In particular we could afford eventually to accept a line in 

the Tawang area which left Tawang itself to Tibet; 



 it would be better to go ahead in the Tsangpo-Lohit areas before 

disturbing the status quo at Tawang or Kalaktang; 

 Investigating expeditions not followed up by continued exercise of 

control should be avoided, as they merely irritate and appear to 

indicate irresolution. We should instead enter and administer 

continuously such areas as we intend to insist on retaining. The 

Government of India had no cause to pronounce on these 

recommendations. 

Once again it was not an easy proposal for the British to reassert their 

frontiers which had been neglected for the past 30 years or so. The touchiest 

part of it was obviously the Tawang area, the two other sectors (Siang and 

Lohit) were far smaller in terms of area, strategic importance and Tibetan 

influence. 

 

The Foreign Office Note 

Then, starts the main note written by Kitson for the Foreign Office; he 

begins by mentioning the ambiguity of the situation in the western sector of 

the NEFA:  

In March 1943, the Government of India reported that Tibetan 

Government officials had visited Tawang, on the Indian side of the 

McMahon Line, and had also sent summons to villages further south to 

present themselves for an official enquiry. This had led the 

Government of India to consider the desirability of taking steps to 

render the McMahon Line the effective frontier with Tibet, and by 

implication with China, by permanent occupation of focal points. The 

Government of India pointed out that the Tibetan Government had 

been guilty of trespass at various points along the frontier, notably (1) 

Tawang itself; (2) on the line of the Upper Siang (Yarlung-Tsangpo), 

and (3) on the upper waters of the Lohit39 south of Rima. 



As we have seen earlier, though the border between India and Tibet had 

been demarcated on a map in 1914, the British Administration had decided 

in the early years to go ‘soft’ on the occupation of these tribal areas.   

 

The motivation behind the policy 

The second paragraph of the note is the most important to understand the 

subsequent dispute between India and China; the root of disagreement was 

already present four years before India’s independence. The new threat 

faced by these areas could only come from China. For centuries, the Middle 

Kingdom had always had the tendency to expand its territory and claim 

areas where no Chinamen had ever set foot.  

At the end of the War, the British strategic thinkers seriously envisaged the 

possibility of China taking-over Tibet. Kitson says: 

Government of India added that the main consideration they had in 

mind was the possibility of the Chinese establishing effective 

sovereignty over Tibet at the end of the War, in which aim she might 

well receive American encouragement. It was felt that Tibetan 

encroachments at that time might, if they were allowed to remain, 

help to embitter relations between China and India after the war. 

The perception that the Americans may encourage China to occupy Tibet 

was due to the fact the United States and China were War allies and 

Washington was poorly informed about the situation on the ground. This 

policy would dramatically change after the Communist take-over of the 

Mainland four years later.  

For the British Government, the problem was simple, if London allowed 

Lhasa to keep an administrative hold in the Tawang area, which by Treaty 

was a British territory, China could later claim these areas under the 

fallacious principle that whatever has been once ‘administrated’ by Tibet 

(even it is only by collection of religious taxes), belongs to China. 



Still today, this is the position of the People’s Republic of China which denies 

the existence of the Simla agreement and the existence of the consequent 

Red Line.40  

Therefore, London decided to extend its administrative control over Tawang 

and all areas south of the Line. The note explains: 

The India Office were in favour of the proposed occupation of focal 

points, and of the extension of effective control and administration in 

the tribal territory, pointing out that it would be preferable to bring to 

an end now Tibetan encroachments to the south of the McMahon Line 

than to run the risk of having at a later stage to choose between 

driving out Chinese encroachments, with all friction this would entail, 

and acquiescing in an unsatisfactory frontier. It was proposed to 

telegraph to the Government of India accordingly. Mr. Amery41 

approved the proposed action subject to Foreign Office concurrence.  

But the situation was very tricky. If it was British Territory, why had New 

Delhi or the Government of Assam done nothing to take control of these 

areas and administer them like any other parts of British India. What would 

be the reaction of the Tibetans authorities in Tsona, on the other side of the 

McMahon Line if the large Tawang monastery has deprived of its revenue?  

On behalf of the Foreign Office, G.V. Kitson writes: 

The Foreign Office view on this proposal was to the effect that forcible 

action taken against the Tibetans, particularly if it led to a clash, would 

provides the Chinese with welcome material to attack our 

championship of Tibetan autonomy against Chinese aggression; and 

the resulting damage to our case (e.g. in the United States of America) 

might be more than the object to be achieved was worth. While there 

was a case for early action to rectify the frontier question, it was felt 

that the risks involved were out of all proportion to the advantages to 

be gained. In fact, the effect might well be disastrous, and we should 



be represented as being at our old game of adding to our territories 

under cover of a war undertaken for allegedly altruistic motives. 

London therefore decided to go slow, even if the risk of a Chinese take-over 

of Tibet remained. For the Foreign Office, the best way was to negotiate with 

the Tibetan Government and make sure that Lhasa abided by its Treaty 

obligation. New Delhi was then requested to officially take the matter with 

the Tibetan Foreign Bureau in Lhasa.  

Meanwhile, the Government of India had on 1st April [1945] reported 

that they had made a communication to the Tibetan Foreign Office on 

24th March protesting against the activities of the Tibetan officials in 

the Tawang area, and reaffirming the fact that the McMahon Line was 

the agreed frontier between Tibet and India. 

The note quotes Alexander Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary in the 

Foreign Office who was worried about the possible adverse propaganda 

instigated by the Chinese against the British policies, in case New Delhi 

decide to suddenly occupy these frontiers areas. The note says: 

Sir Alexander Cadogan, in a minute dated 3rd April, 1943, asked that 

we should put to the India Office all the disadvantages of taking direct 

action at that moment. A meeting was accordingly held on 6th April 

between representatives of the India Office and Foreign Office. The 

Foreign office pointed out the danger of hostile propaganda by the 

Chinese, especially in the United States of America, if the proposed 

action led to a clash or serious dispute with the Tibetan authorities. 

The India Office stressed the objections to letting Tibetan 

encroachments continue without check and the difficulties to which 

they would give rise after the War when China would probably try to 

dominate Tibet and consolidate Tibetan territorial claims in this area. It 

was eventually agreed that the draft instructions to India should be 

modified so as to postpone active steps to occupy the disputed 



districts pending the outcome of the representations which had been 

made at Lhasa, and to impress on the Government of India the 

importance of avoiding any clash likely to play into Chinese hands in 

the matter of propaganda. 

It was then decided to send a British official (the Political Officer in Sikkim) 

to clarify the legal position with Lhasa and negotiate an earlier reaffirmation 

of the 1914 border agreement. 

In the instructions sent to the Government of India on these lines, 

India Office pointed out that there was much to be said for avoiding 

extension of control at any rate at the first stage to Tawang (north of 

the Sela Pass) or any other area to which the Tibetan Government 

attached special importance, and which was not essential to a 

satisfactory frontier, in the hope that we might secure an eventual 

agreement with the Tibetan Government under which in return for the 

retrocession of such areas they would reaffirm the rest of the McMahon 

Line. 

This means that London was ready to renegotiate the McMahon for a formal 

reconfirmation of the entire border between India and Tibet. It is clear that, 

at that time, the Dalai Lama’s government in Lhasa had the power to 

confirm the McMahon line and did not need to refer the issue to the 

Nationalist Government in Nanjing for sanction or ratification. 

One of the problems was the Regent or the Tibetan Kashag i Lhasa was not 

in the mood to take a decision in one way or another. The correspondence 

between the British officials posted in Lhasa and the Political Officer in 

Sikkim bear witness that during the Minority42, nothing could be decided. It 

is the tragedy of Tibet, it probably cost the Land of Snows its independence. 

It was an utter failure of the ‘rule by incarnation’.  

In the meantime, Lhasa continued to ignore New Delhi’s missives.  



There is no record of the Tibetan Government having replied to our 

representations at Lhasa in March, 1943. In June, 1944, however, the 

Tibetan Foreign office conveyed to the Officer-in-Charge of the British 

Mission at Lhasa a request for “abstention from any new measures” in 

the Dirang Dzong area, south of Tawang, where subordinate officers of 

the Assam Government were alleged to be preventing the local people 

from paying taxes to the Tibetan officials. The Officer-in-Charge of the 

British Mission pointed out that Dirang was a long way south of the 

‘Red Line’ (i.e. the McMahon Line). It is interesting to note that the 

Tibetan Foreign office then expressed the opinion that the Indo-

Tibetan frontier agreement was part of the abortive Tripartite 

Convention, and that the failure of the latter affected the former.  

Everybody in London and Delhi agreed that diplomacy had to prevail over 

force. 

 

Basil Gould’s Visit to Lhasa 

It is why London decided to send Sir Basil Gould, the Political Officer in 

Sikkim, to Lhasa to discuss with the Tibetan Government some ‘adjustments’ 

on the McMahon Line: “We must hold Tibetans to their treaty engagements 

while being prepared, if so advised, to consider slight adjustments of 

frontiers in favour of Tibet in the neighbourhood of Tawang. His Majesty’s 

Government are not prepared to forego their treaty rights with Tibet.”43 

While the diplomatic parleys were on, the administration of Assam was 

slowly trying to ‘advance’ inside what is today the state of Arunachal 

Pradesh. The beginning of the British Administration’s occupation of Walong 

(Lohit) and Siang sectors dates from that time. 

The note of the British Foreign Office continues: 

In the autumn of 1944, Sir Basil Gould, British Political Officer at 

Sikkim, conducted conversations at Lhasa on various issues affecting 



India and Tibet. The Viceroy’s instructions to him (which had been 

agreed by the India Office in consultation with the Foreign office) 

contained the following words: “You arrive at Lhasa at a moment 

when… Government of India is deliberately taking steps to establish 

their position in territory which is theirs by virtue of the 1914 Treaty 

with Tibet… His Majesty’s Government is not prepared to forego their 

Treaty rights with Tibet. And it will not escape you that Tibetan 

Government has more respect for a Government which is determined 

to maintain its treaty position. 

During the negotiations that followed in the Tibetan capital, the Kashag was 

ready to agree to the validity of the Simla maps and in particular to the 

McMahon Line, but wanted to postpone the process, for a new factor had 

appeared on the Tibetan stage. 

Shen Tsung-lien, a Chinese Buddhist, had just been appointed as the 

Representative of the Chiang Kai-shek government in Lhasa. The Tibetans 

felt that it offered a chance to settle once and for all, the old Sino-Tibetan 

border dispute with China. 

This was a priority for the Kashag. They felt that, if they raked up the 

Tawang issue at this time with the Tsongdu (National Assembly), the issue 

might be exploited by the Chinese and used to their advantage during the 

talks to fix the Sino-Tibetan border. In the 1950’s, as today, the claims of 

Communist Chinese over the NEFA (today’s Arunachal Pradesh) areas are 

based on the Tibetan revenue collection by Tsona Dzong for Tawang 

monastery area as well as Dirang Dzong and Senge Dzong. 

Basil Gould saw the point of the Tibetan Foreign Office and accepted to take 

up the matter with his government.  

Kitson’s note gives the historical background of the negotiations between the 

Political Officer in Sikkim and the Tibetan Foreign Bureau in Lhasa: 



The Tibetan Foreign Office informed Sir Basil Gould on 4th November 

that the Tibetan Government did not wish in any way to dispute the 

validity of the McMahon Line as determining the limits of the territory 

(subject to such minor adjustments as were contemplated in 1914) in 

which India and Tibet respectively were entitled to exercise authority. 

But for thirty years since 1914 Tibet had in practice exercised 

authority and had enforced taxation in certain areas south of the 

McMahon Line. The Tibetan Government apprehended that a departure 

from the existing status quo in such parts of the McMahon area as had 

hitherto been under de facto control would have undesirable results. 

They enquired whether in these circumstances it would be possible for 

His Majesty’s Government to postpone action in the McMahon areas for 

a short time. 

The main issue was that though British India and Tibet had a Treaty 

regarding India’s north-eastern border, the agreement had not been 

implemented by the British for the last 30 years. In the meantime, some of 

the monasteries in Tibet had continued to collect ‘monastic’ taxes from the 

Tawang gompa and other smaller Buddhist institutions.  

From the British side, several actors were trying to coordinate their position: 

the Foreign Office and the India Office in London, the Government of India in 

Delhi and the Office of the Political Officer in Gangtok, the British Mission in 

Lhasa and the Government of Assam. Each saw the issue from a different 

angle which was important to synchronize. Kitson says: 

In reply to this, India Office instructed Sir Basil Gould on 12th 

November, 1944 (after consultation with the Foreign Office) that we 

could not now withdraw posts already established on a permanent 

basis, and that he should make it clear to the Tibetan Foreign Office 

that His Majesty’s Government were not prepared to forego their 

Treaty rights, which they were glad to observe the Tibetan 



Government did not dispute. At the same time, His Majesty’s 

Government regarded it as important to do everything possible to 

avoid action which would make difficulties for the Tibetans vis-à-vis 

China. Sir Basil Gould should therefore show a willingness to be 

accommodating over the details of the McMahon Line settlement, and 

should in particular now make reference to the possibility of 

adjustment in the Tawang area. 

The main difficulty, both for London and Lhasa was Nanjing. As the war was 

coming to an end, what would be the attitude of the Nationalist Government 

of Chiang Kai-shek once the hostilities were over and the Japanese were out 

of China?  

Already in 1937 after his first visit to Lhasa, Sir Basil had sent a detailed 

report to the Government of India. He explains: 

While on the one hand the Tibetan ignorance of the details of the 1914 

agreements is an indication of the harmoniousness of Anglo-Tibetan 

relations during the last 23 years, it is highly important that the 

Tibetan Government should be fully aware of the obligations into which 

they have entered with His Majesty's Government. So long as the 

rights, direct and indirect, which are secured to His Majesty's 

Government under the 1914 agreements are not infringed, the extent 

to which the Tibetan Government could harm itself in the course even 

of direct negotiations with China is limited. I have therefore been 

careful to encourage the Tibetan Government to study the treaty 

position. 

He points out to the issue of the maps which would become a major bone of 

contention between the Nehru Government and Communist China some 

twenty years later. Gould writes:  

Related to the matter of treaties is the question of the avoidance in 

official correspondence and in the English Press of the use of 



tendentious Chinese geographical concepts such as that of a Sikang 

province which, according to Chinese maps, overlaps both Outer Tibet 

and India. 

The Chinese had begun their map aggression. Seventy five years later, it still 

continues. 

Regarding the area around Tawang, Gould elaborates: 

Connected also with the subject of treaties and in the Tibetan mind, 

with the question of the establishment of an agreed frontier between 

China and Tibet, is the matter of Tawang. There is no doubt that prior 

to 1914 the Tawang area was Tibetan; although there was no specific 

mention of Tawang in the notes exchanged at the time of the 1914 

conference, it is an undoubted fact that Tibet definitely ceded Tawang 

to us in 1914; Sir Henry McMahon acting on Tibetan advice, 

recommended that prompt and adequate steps should be taken to peg 

out our claim to the ceded area; but, owing presumably to the 

preoccupations of the Great War, the steps advocated were not taken; 

even in officially inspired maps published in India Tawang continued to 

be represented as being in Tibet; and it was discovered only the other 

day and by chance (in connection with the Kingdon-Ward case) that 

Tawang, which should be British, continues to be controlled exactly as 

it was controlled prior to 1914. In the circumstances the only possible 

policy is to take a firm line particularly in view of the consideration 

that, were China again to become dominant in Tibet, she might 

proceed to claim both Tawang and territories to the east of it which in 

modern Chinese maps are shown as falling within the limits of the 

Chinese province of Sikang. Vis-a-vis the Tibetan Government the line 

which it is necessary to adopt, and which I have adopted in 

conversation with the Kashag, is that since 1914 everything to the 

south of the McMahon line has definitely been British, and that, if there 



were a matter of quid pro quo, Tibet has had value in the form of 

support both in arms and in the field of diplomacy.  

His conclusions were then: ‘the matter of Tawang, which will require strong 

and tactful handling, is to form the subject of discussion between the 

Governor of Assam and myself in the near future.”  

In November 1944, Gould wrote back to New Delhi asking if it would be 

possible to “postpone action on the McMahon areas for a short time. Kashag 

anticipated that the Chinese-Tibet issue would come to a head soon.”44 This 

was conditional to the recognition of the Simla Convention and the rest of 

the McMahon Line. 

Gould further accepted that the British would not object to voluntary 

contributions being collected on behalf of the monasteries, even south of 

Sela, though the British Government would prefer to make a lump sum 

contribution to Tawang monastery. It would be no longer a question of a tax 

paid by the local population to its government but a voluntary contribution 

to a religious institution. 

 

The limits of the British Administration 

To compensate the fact that the British would not object to voluntary 

contributions for the monasteries, the Tibetan Government was asked to 

refrain from exercising any authority south of Sela where the posts 

established by the British would remain. At the same time, London did not 

want to upset China which had been an ally during the War.  

This explains the rather radical offer to ‘adjust’ the border.  

On 14th December [1944], Sir Basil Gould carried out his instructions. 

As regards frontier adjustments he informed the Tibetan Foreign Office 

that His Majesty’s Government would be willing to alter the frontier so 

as to include Tawang on the Tibetan side; would not interfere with 

private Tibetan ownership of land south of the 1914 frontier; would not 



object to voluntary contributions being collected even south of the 

Sela; and would be prepared to adjust the frontier in respect of certain 

holy places on the British side, within one day’s march of the frontier.  

This was subject to the Tibetan Government accepting the rest of the 

frontier between the two countries. The holy place referred to a pilgrimage 

from Tsari region of Tibet, south of the Red Line. 

The Note further describes the situation on the ground: the eastern most 

part of the India-Tibet border had already been secured, while in the 

western sector (Tawang), the British advance had reached Sela.  

It was to remain so in the forties till February 195145, when Major Khathing 

marched over to Tawang. It is fact that the Monpas did not like the arrogant 

Tibetan tax collectors who forced the local population to pay ‘taxes’ without 

the Tibetans ever doing anything for the area. The note continues: 

Meanwhile, the occupation of certain local points had taken place. 

These included Walong, south of Rima, at the eastern end of the 

McMahon Line, which was occupied without incident on 19th October, 

1944.  

At the western end of the Line, in the Tawang Area near the Bhutan 

border, a post was established at Dirang Dzong. On November 3, the 

Assam authorities were informed by the Government of India that if 

the establishment of post in the Sela Sub-Agency had proceeded far 

enough to enable the local officers to protect the tribesmen against the 

exactions of local Tibetan officials, the tribesmen could be directed to 

refuse payment of civil revenues to a Tibetan authority. Personal 

restraint of Tibetan tax collections was however, to be avoided. 

In Lhasa, due to the Minority and the old age of the Regent, the Tibetan 

government was unable to take a decision, one way or another. Though the 

Tibetans were unhappy with the situation, objecting to the ‘advances’ of the 

British, at the same time, they did not deny the fact that India and Tibet had 



a Treaty regarding the demarcation of the border (the McMahon Line). 

Kitson elaborates: 

On 17th May, 1945, the Government of India reported that Tibetan 

reaction to our activities south of the McMahon Line was becoming 

stronger. In November 1944, the Tibetan Government questioned an 

Assam proposal to dispatch vaccine to Tawang village. In order to 

remind them of the correct position, Major Sherriff, the officer-in-

charge of the British Mission at Lhasa, was authorized to give a verbal 

message that as Tawang lies south of the Indo-Tibetan frontier, which 

the Tibetan Government do not dispute, the Government of India have 

the right to take action there if necessary, but would be willing as a 

matter of courtesy to keep the Tibetan Government informed of what 

they did. In the event, the proposal to send vaccine was dropped. 

With Lhasa blowing hot and cold, London and Delhi were once again walking 

on eggs. 

The problem was: who is ‘Lhasa’? The ten-old Dalai Lama, the Regent, the 

Foreign Bureau, the Kashag46 or the Tsongdu47? Obviously the Tibetans were 

masters at avoiding taking a clear position when it was not in their interest 

to do so (and even sometimes, when it was good for them). In the case of 

the McMahon Line, the arrow came from the Tsongdu.  

As the Foreign Office’s note put it: 

Starting from this, the Tibetan Government on 18th April sent a 

somewhat violent letter to Sir Basil Gould; referring to the above 

message from Major Sheriff, and stating that these matters had been 

reported to the Regent. The question was put before the National 

Assembly for consultation, who passed a resolution, for communication 

to the Government of India, claiming that the map showing the ‘Red 

Line’ as the Indo-Tibet frontier showed all the areas below Tawang as 

within Indian territory. The resolution went on to regret the actions of 



the Government of India in taking over and sending troops and in 

saying that they could not withdraw the troops stationed in an 

indisputable Tibetan territory. In consideration of the fact that this 

question had not been raised for thirty years or so the Tibetan 

Government could not agree with the Government of India’s new 

action in taking over these Tibetan areas. If the officials and troops 

stationed at Kalaktang and Walong were not withdraw immediately, it 

would look something like a big insect eating a smaller one, and 

thereby the bad name of the Government of India would spread like 

the wind.  

The image of ‘a big insect eating a smaller one’ profoundly shocked London 

which was trying its best to polish its image of a responsible imperial power. 

During the following months, the remarks of the Tsongdu came again and 

again in the correspondence as well as the reports of Hopkinson, the PO in 

Sikkim then in mission in Lhasa. The resolution of the National Assembly 

concluded on a threatening note:  

As you know very well that the cause of the present world war is due 

to the big power wanting to grab the smaller power, therefore in 

consideration of the welfare of Tibet, which is a small religious country, 

and to promote a good Indo-Tibetan relation, will the Government of 

India very kindly withdraw their occupational officials and troops from 

places where they are stationed at present. 

The Tibetan Foreign Bureau forwarded the Tsongdu’s resolution to the British 

Representative who was told that the boundary should be “left as it was 

before, to avoid breaking Indo-Tibetan relations”. 

Kitson’s conclusions were: 

It appears from this that the Tibetan Government are set on their 

point that their de facto occupation south of the McMahon Line, upset 

by the action taken by us in pursuance of the policy agreed upon in 



1945, should not be disturbed. The Government of India for their part 

feel it inexpedient on all grounds to deviate from the policy laid down 

or to withdraw the posts now established. They are prepared however 

to agree to an adjustment in Tibet’s favour in the Tawang area, as 

already explained by Sir Basil Gould last year end repeated by Major 

Sheriff on 31st December, 1944.  

The main bone of contention was the Tawang monastery which was probably 

the largest in India, and earned a lot of ‘religious’ revenues through taxes 

collected in the surrounding Monpa villages.  

The Foreign Office felt that a solution could certainly be found, if the offer to 

‘return’ Tawang is taken seriously by the Tibetan Government.  

It is possible that this offer, if explained carefully to the Tibetans, may 

provide a solution to the dispute. The worst possible outcome of the 

affair would be that the Tibetan Government, under the influence of 

the monasteries (who are themselves under Chinese influence) and 

prompted by the Chinese, might denounce the 1914 Convention, or 

declare it to have been abortive, at the same time shifting their policy 

towards China. 

In these circumstances, London thought that Arthur Hopkinson48, the PO in 

Sikkim should be sent to Lhasa with the mission to negotiate the 

reconfirmation of the McMahon Line. 

 

The visit of Hopkinson to Lhasa 

In July, 1945, the Government of India agreed to London’s suggestion that 

Hopkinson should go to Lhasa “to clear up the position regarding the 

McMahon Line” It was told that after discussing the issue with the Kashag 

and the Foreign Bureau, a memorandum on the subject should be handed 

over to the Tibetans authorities.  



The Political Officer proceeded to Lhasa at the end of 1945 with the brief to 

sort out the tricky issue and to reiterate the offer of ‘adjustment’ of the 

McMahon Line with the condition that Lhasa will reconfirm the Red Line. 

Once in the Tibetan capital, Hopkinson began to meet each member of the 

Kashag separately. He thought that this way, he had more chance of success 

“than an approach to the Kashag as a whole, which would merely take 

refuge behind the Regent and he behind the Tsongdu”.  

He kept Delhi and London in the loop through regular letters (on December 

8, 17 and 23, 1945) giving a detailed account of his interviews with the 

members of the Kashag as well as the Foreign Bureau. Three out of five 

Kalons agreed that “the McMahon Line area was Tibetan de jure before 1914 

and de facto since we had said and done nothing about this area for 30 

years; while two clearly thought the territory was in fact Tibetan”.  

The Senior Kalon however agreed that Tibet should respect the convention 

of 1914. Delhi informed London:  

The talks on the whole were inconclusive and it was decided that 

Hopkinson should, after presenting the aide memoire, in any case 

leave Lhasa before the Tibetan New Year in March, which is a period 

when no business can be transacted and heavy expenditure on official 

presents would be incurred. 

The Political Officer, who knew well the Tibetan scene, had decided to avoid 

the Losar (Lunar Tibetan New Year). He was aware that during this period, 

not only no business could be transacted, but also lavish parties had to be 

given to Tibetan lay and monk officials. Cleverly, he used the pretext that he 

should be in India to receive the Tibetan Congratulation Mission arriving in 

Kolkata mid-February. He eventually left the Tibetan capital at the end of 

January.  

Before leaving, Hopkinson had prepared the draft of the aide-memoire for 

the Tibetan Government. It was checked and counter checked in London and 



Delhi before being finally approved on January 16 and delivered to the 

Foreign Bureau on January 22, 1946. 

 

The Memorandum to the Tibetan Government 

On December 24, 1945, Hopkinson sent a first draft of the famous memo to 

his bosses in Delhi (and London) for approval. It stated the facts thus:  

Tibetan Govt [Government] seem to think that my Government are 

occupying Tibetan territory, and speak of big insect devouring small 

insect. This is not the case, nor have British ever shown themselves 

desirous of seizing Tibetan territory. British have been neighbours of 

Tibet now for some two centuries without ever annexing a scrap of 

Tibetan territory. Had they been covetous of annexing Tibetan 

territory, they could easily have done so in 1904, but instead they 

evacuated as soon as possible. 

We have already mentioned this fact at the beginning of our story. In 1904, 

the British had surprised the Tibetans; not only the wounded and the 

prisoners were well-treated, but the British troops of Younghusband 

withdrew after a few weeks. This will obviously not be the case with the 

Chinese a few years later (during Zhao Erfeng’s expeditions) and again when 

the People’s Liberation Army entered Tibet in 1950. The Tibetan authorities 

could certainly appreciate the difference between the two ‘imperialist’ 

powers. 

Hopkinson reminded Lhasa of the promises made during the Simla 

Conference. Was the present issue due to the fact that the British had 

strictly adhered to their oral commitment to the Tibetans, not to immediately 

change the status quo in Tawang area? It is possible, though there is no 

record of promises made by Sir Charles Bell, McMahon’s deputy to Lochen 

Shatra. The aide-memoire continues: 



Moreover in Convention of 1914, the British solemnly guaranteed not 

to annex Tibet or any portion of it. As do the Tibetans, the British set 

great store on the strict observance of treaties. But if Tibetans so 

desire I have authority solemnly to renew this assurance.  

In the same convention it was proposed that China should undertake a 

similar pledge. But after Chinese Representative had initialed in 

signification of his Agreement, the Chinese Government refused to 

agree. Consequently, as your letter says, there has been no 

agreement between Tibet and China to this day. This is a matter of 

regret to my Government as much as to yours. But this fact makes no 

difference to the effect of the convention between our two countries 

for both countries, took note of the fact of China’s abstention and 

accepted [the] convention as binding between themselves. My 

Government are as ever, ready to assist in bringing about a 

satisfactory Agreement between the two countries. 

This is the crux of the issue. After the Chinese refused to ratify the 

Convention (and the map of McMahon-Shatra) after having initialed it, half 

of the ‘deal’ collapsed and despite the efforts of the British Government after 

WWI, no permanent solution has been found till today, with the end result of 

a border War in 1962 and a permanent conflict between India and China. 

Hopkinson then reminds the Foreign Bureau and the Kashag, that they have 

never denounced the Agreement: 

Many times Tibetans have said that they stand by Agreement of 1914. 

So does Britain. By that Agreement the territory in question belongs to 

my government. 

Could the British Government have occupied the territories south of the Red 

Line immediately after 1914? It is doubtful. First London thought that they 

could convince the Nationalist Government in Nanjing to sign the Simla 

Convention in toto and the Tibetans had probably an unwritten agreement 



with McMahon that they can continue to collect monastic taxes from around 

Tawang and perhaps even Bomdila. 

Article 9 of the 1914 Simla Convention provides an example of what could 

have been the tacit arrangement: “Nothing in the present Convention shall 

be held to prejudice the existing rights of the Tibetan Government in Inner 

Tibet, which include the power to select and appoint the high priests of 

monasteries and to retain full control in all matters affecting religious 

institutions.” 

The Aide-memoire says: 

It is true for many years Britain did not trouble to occupy territory in 

question. But that makes no difference to Britain’s right to act as she 

thinks proper when she thinks proper in [her] own territory.  

In accordance with that right my government has for some years been 

gradually occupying territory in question. Their officers and troops 

have been moving forward to what is known as the Red line and will 

continue to move forward. 

One of the problems is that London realized rather late49 that the Chinese 

will never come to terms with some of the articles of the Simla Convention, 

particularly the delineation of the border between China and Tibet and the 

autonomous status of Tibet. It is only then that the ‘movement forward’ 

started from the British side. 

Hopkinson reiterates that British did not want to grab any Tibetan territory:  

But my Government will not move their forces beyond the Red Line 

they will not touch one inch of Tibetan territory. 

My Government continues to be bound by conditions agreed in 1914.50  

He gave a further assurance that the Government of India will not interfere 

with the religious activities in Tawang area, particularly the ‘voluntary 

contributions to the monasteries’, but Delhi would prefer a system of grant: 



In addition H.M. Government will not object to voluntary contributions 

to monasteries being collected in this territory for the present but they 

would prefer instead to make an annual or lump sum contribution to 

monastery or monasteries affected in this area. 

Now comes an important part of the aide-memoire, Delhi was not adverse to 

‘some adjustments’. 

[About] wishing to seize Tibetan territory, my Government wish it to 

be known that they have offered to make adjustments along the 

border to meet Tibetan wishes in particular they are willing to cede the 

area of TAWANG north of the SELA which they have not yet occupied.  

A couple of changes were suggested in the draft: instead of: “their officers 

and troops have been moving forward to what is known as the Red line and 

will continue to move forward”, it was advised to write: “their officials have 

been moving forward towards (repeat towards) frontier and will continue to 

move forward up to it” and in the last para, instead of “north of the SELA 

which they have not yet occupied”, to write: “north of the SELA which would 

have effect of adding that area to territory of Tibet”. 

It would take several weeks for the Tibetan Government to answer51, but the 

Kashag finally sent a note. 

You are aware that in accordance with our talks with Mr. Hopkinson, the 

Political Officer in Sikkim, when in Lhasa, we sent a Mission composed of 

a lay and a clerical Dzasa and staff, to wish Tashi-De-Le [Tashi Delek] 

and to give goodwill presents to the Allies viz., India, China and America 

upon the victory. After the Political Officer’s departure from Lhasa, the 

Tibetan National Assembly decided that they should, coinciding with the 

visit of the Mission to China, take the opportunity of asking the return of 

Tibetan territories, lying on the borders of Chang and Kham, which have 

been taken and incorporated within different provinces of China by 

Chinese officers during the early, middle and present ages. They also 



thought that Chinese officers should not be permanently stationed in 

Tibetan territory. The National Assembly, therefore, handed over a letter 

to the Kashag containing the above decision with a request for its 

transmission and this letter together with an order to Kham authorities 

for onward dispatch to China, has already been sent. 

Strangely the letter mentions the Tibetan-speaking areas which have been 

incorporated in the Chinese provinces of Qinghai and Sichuan. Only at the 

end of the missive a parallel is made with the areas ‘occupied’ by the British. 

We have a great hope that the mighty British Government, upon whom 

Tibet entrusts her hope would also similarly consider the return etc., of 

Tibetan territories having been held under the Government of India, 

should your kind consideration in the matter prove favourable, it would 

certainly be a great advantage for us in getting back our territories held 

by the Government of China, we have been directed by the Kashag to 

request you to approach the Government of India through the Political 

Officer in Sikkim in the matter; and we also request that the reply 

thereto, when received, may please be communicated to us. 

A few days later, the British Representative in Lhasa, H.E. Richardson52 sent 

his comments to Delhi. When it was delivered the letter, members of the 

Tibetan Foreign Bureau had explained the background of their message. 

They say that they simply recorded the words of the Tibetan National 

Assembly. But Richardson adds:  

I, at once said, as my personal view, that the British Government held 

no Tibetan territory and that the message of the National Assembly 

indicated that they were not aware of the treaty between Tibet and 

H.M.G. on which their seal was fixed: that the treaty is the basis of 

Anglo Tibetan relations and it is because of that treaty that the British 

Government have given and will continue to give the help to which the 

National Assembly referred. I also asked whether messages from the 



British Government in matters which originated in the National 

Assembly reached that Assembly in the same way as their messages 

reached the British Government. My intention was to ascertain 

indirectly whether our aide memoire about the Mc Mahon line had 

been shown to the Assembly. 

As mentioned earlier, during the Minority, there were several actors on the 

Tibetan scene and the British Government was often at a loss with whom it 

had to deal, though officially, Richardson had to deal with the Foreign 

Bureau.  

The British Representative cleverly told the Foreign Bureau that “it was 

curious to compare a government with which they have a treaty and one 

with which they have not. I said that in our treaty with Tibet we had 

promised not to take any Tibetan territory and we had kept that promise.” 

After looking at the translation of the Tsongu’s resolution, the British 

Representative makes another point,: “I found that only the first part of the 

letter emanated from the National Assembly [about China] and the second 

paragraph expressed the views of the Kashag. I immediately sent word to 

the Foreign Bureau to take no action on the notes they had taken of my 

conversation as I appeared to have misunderstood the letter.” 

What did the British official misunderstand?  

An aide-memoire had been sent to the Foreign Bureau and an answer came 

from the National Assembly related to another issue (the border between 

Tibet and China). For officials trained by the strict British Civil (and Foreign) 

Service, it was rather strange to send a communication to one 

Department/Institution and receive an answer from another one on a 

different topic. It was probably not that strange for the Tibetans.  

The next day, Surkhang Dzasa, the secretary of the Foreign Bureau came 

again to try to explain the Tibetan confused position. Richardson writes: 



We met again on 14th April and Surkhang Dzasa repeated the view that 

the whole letter represented the opinion of the National Assembly. I 

therefore asked him to take it away and correct it accordingly. He 

demurred on the grounds that it was difficult to alter a letter after the 

Regent had passed the draft. Eventually he and the Dzasa Lama agreed 

to consult the Kashag about the true interpretation of the letter. 

The situation was becoming trickier. Further, the content of the letter did not 

tally with the oral explanations. Richardson decided to call again on the 

Foreign Bureau two days later: 

[I] was informed that the Kashag had agreed that our translation was 

correct and that only the first para emanated from the National 

Assembly. 

The Foreign Bureau and the Kashag made a strategic fall-back. Tibet by 

denying the existence of the 1914 Agreement, would have been left without 

any legal support in their quest for autonomy or indpendence. Richardson 

notes:  

Surkhang explained that the Tibetan Government were giving us the 

information about the National Assembly’s message because Sir Basil 

[Gould] could on his last visit to Lhasa had told the Tibetan Government 

that he would inform them of any conversations he had with Mr. Shen 

about Tibetan affairs, and asked them to inform him reciprocally.  

The Tibetans were caught in their own dilemma. Richardson explains: 

As I have said in my telegram under reference, in the informal talks 

which followed the correction of the Foreign Bureau’s notes, when I 

repeated that there are no Tibetan territories in British hands Surkhang 

said tentatively that perhaps the Kashag meant the area round Tawang 

and Walong. I replied that if that were so I hoped they would read our 

aide-memoire which I was always ready to discuss with them if they 

wanted. 



Once again the Tibetan claims in Walong area were minimal compared to the 

Tawang region. 

A status quo would have been the ideal solution for Lhasa, though the 

Kashag was aware that by reaffirming their own rights accrued from the 

1914 Agreement, London was offering them a recognition of Tibet as an 

independent State. Richardson writes: 

I also reminded them that the 1914 treaty is the best written evidence 

of their autonomy, and they would be wise not to forget it. 

Richardson then gives his own assessment of the ‘muddle’. Surkhang may 

have tried his own poker game: 

Surkhang Dzasa’s part in the muddle about the meaning of the letter is 

rather suspicious. I have little doubt that he was the originator of the 

Kashag’s rider to the National Assembly’s views and he may have 

wished to give the impression that the idea came from the National 

Assembly, which as I have said may be desirous of a firmer policy 

towards the Chinese than the Kashag and Foreign Bureau appear willing 

to pursue. It may even be that the National Assembly have not been 

informed of our warnings about the dangers which the Tibetan Mission 

will have to meet in China. I am hoping for a chance to impress our 

views on persons of influence in the Assembly. 

Surkhang left it at this and just mentioned that the Foreign Bureau and the 

Kashag may have to discuss the Mission-in-Charge’s comments. 

When Hopkinson got the letter from his deputy in Lhasa, he just 

commented: “it seems to me that the Tibetan communication should be 

taken as relating primarily to the matter of Sino-Tibetan relations and 

treated as such. The reference to the McMahon Line is incidental, and does 

not emanate from the Tibetan National Assembly. So far as McMahon Line 

area question goes, the position is that we still await a reply to the aide 

memoire of January.” 



It means that there was no answer as yet to the aide-memoire. Hopkinson 

cleverly suggested sending a reply thanking the Tibetan Government for the 

information about the Tibetan claims on Chinese held territories “that we 

should be grateful to them if they would continue to keep us informed.” 

H.E. Richardson53 further suggested writing a letter to state that “the 

Government of India would be pleased to see a successful outcome of the 

message from the Tibetan National Assembly to the Chinese Government.” 

Regarding the request to return Tibetan territories held by the British, 

Richardson wrote to the Foreign Bureau:  

I am directed to say that the British Government is not in occupation of 

any territory belonging to the Tibetan Government. In the treaty of 

1914 between the Government of Tibet and the British Government 

which included a map of the frontier between Tibet and India, my 

Government undertook not to annex any part of Tibet, and they have 

adhered to that undertaking. As I informed you in my aide memoire 

dated 22nd January 1946, my Government is ready if requested to 

consider adjustments in a specific part of the frontier laid down in 1914 

between India and Tibet. 

No progress will be made during the following months.  

 

The Position of the Assam Government 

Another actor in the McMahon saga was the Government of Assam.  

On January, 6 1946, R.W. Godfrey, the Secretary to the Governor of Assam 

wrote to Hugh Weightman, the Foreign Secretary in Delhi with a copy of the 

tour note of J.P. Mills, the Adviser to the Governor in the areas inhabited by 

the Dafla and Apa Tani tribes (Subansari). 

According to Godfrey, Mills’ tour had been “valuable both in adding to our 

general knowledge and in clarifying a rather confused situation in part of the 

Dafla country”.  



The Secretary to the Governor points to some important observations which 

led to a correction of the British policy after Mills’s Report. Geoffrey says:  

His general conclusion is that we should pursue the gradual expansion 

of our influence, rather than undertake exploratory expeditions. His 

Excellency [the Governor] is in full agreement. Indeed this has been His 

Excellency’s view for some time and he agreed in the earlier stages with 

some reluctance, to exploratory/expeditions.  

…The results of [these] visits have been to show that there s no Tibetan 

influence in any areas which we have penetrated or which we can hope 

to penetrate, with our present communications and resources, at any 

time in the near future and the indications are that while there is 

possibly Tibetan influence higher up, it probably does not take an official 

or embarrassing form. For the present, therefore, we should aim in this 

area at a gradual consolidation of our influence over the more accessible 

regions. This, as Mr. Mills suggests, if wisely effected, will gradually 

enlarge the sphere of that influence and any make a more rapid 

advance possible later.  

Though Mills was speaking mainly for the Subansari area, the same rationale 

could be extended to other areas south of the McMahon Line. His conclusion 

is: 

In the meantime it is preferable to intensify our efforts over a smaller 

area rather than to attempt sporadic penetration of areas we cannot 

hope to administer for some time. If this intensification of our efforts 

resulted in real benefit to the people, it would produce a demand for 

extension from the people themselves. 

One has to remember that most of these tribal areas were much advanced 

democratically and had found sustainable ways of self-governance through 

the Village Councils54. It is one of the reasons why the British Government 

was not keen to disturb the life of the inhabitants of the tribal areas. 



Mr. Mills’ note and other information tends to show that the people do 

not need much in the way of political administration and our effort 

should be directed towards securing positive benefits. Major Stonor’s 

notes suggest considerable possibilities of economic help, and thing 

should be accompanied by medical aid and at beginning with education. 

The fact that, so far as we can judge, the area has little political 

importance should not be allowed to obscure Government’s 

responsibility for the welfare of the peoples who live in it and the need 

of equipping them to meet the inevitable contacts with the wider world. 

 
(map of the Subansiri area) 



In his response to Weightman’s January letter 1947, the Secretary of the 

Governor of Assam said that the British advances in the Siang/Brahmaputra 

sector had to be properly considered:  

Proposal to establish a new forward post are, indeed, being sent up 

separately, and it is intended to advance steadily as resources permit 

and not to stop on the line already reached. But the Adviser considers, 

and His Excellency agrees, that the sending of extensive exploratory 

expeditions, which are not followed up by anything of a permanent 

character, can do more harm than good. As posts are advanced they 

will themselves provide the means of further exploration, and this 

should be supplemented and carried further by reconnaissance and 

mapping from the air. This should seem to be in general accord with 

the view expressed in your letter. The establishment of friendly 

relations with the Daflas [now the Nishis] in the rear is most desirable 

before any extensive advance is made, as it would be hazardour to 

advance far with a hostile population behind or on the flanks. 

The idea was therefore to advance steps by steps, establish new posts and 

assert control over areas south of the McMahon Line. It was clear to all 

involved that ‘expeditions’ could not really help ascertain control. 

 

The Cabinet Mission and the Interim Government 

In the meantime, the situation was fast changing in the sub-continent. 

After the visit of the Cabinet Mission to India in May 1946, a plan to transfer 

the power from the British Raj to the Indian leadership was agreed upon. It 

would provide India with independence, under Dominion status, within the 

Commonwealth of Nations.  

Lord Pethick-Lawrence, the Secretary of State for India, Sir Stafford Cripps, 

President of the Board of Trade, and A. V. Alexander, the First Lord of the 



Admiralty had proposed to set up a Constituent Assembly and an Interim 

Council with support of the main Indian parties. 

The Interim Government of India, formed on 2 September 1946 was to help 

a smooth transition to independence.  

Who would decide thereafter on the Tibet affairs, Delhi or London? 

The situation remained at a stand-still for the coming months. 

  



The Pure Crystal Mountain Pilgrimage of Tsari 

 

 

Tsari has always been synonymous of ‘sacred place’ in the Tibetan psyche. 

With the Mount Kailash and the Amye Machen in eastern Tibet, the 

pilgrimage around the Dakpa Sheri, the Pure Crystal Mountain has, since 

centuries, been one of the holiest of the Roof of the World.  

The ‘Pure Crystal Mountain’ lies at 5,735 meter above the sea in the Tsari 

district of southeastern Tibet. As already mentioned, Toni Huber55 is one of 

the foremost scholars who wrote a great deal about this region from which 

the Subansiri56 and the Tsari Chu flow: “The area of the two rivers into 

which Tsarong57 ventured for military and commercial reasons had for 

centuries defined a very significant territory for both Tibetans and 

neighbouring non-Tibetans58”. Huber describes thus the region:  

[these] rivers encompassed the southern slopes of the famous Tibetan 

holy mountain of Dakpa Shelri at Tsari. The large-scale, 12-yearly 

circumambulation of Tibetan Buddhist pilgrims around the mountain 

known as the Rongkor Chenmo, had the character of a state ritual for 

the Ganden Phodrang [Tibetan Government]. Pilgrims in this huge 

procession crossed the McMahon Line below the frontier village of 

Migyitün in Tsari district and followed the Tsari Chu southwards. They 

then turned back up the Subansiri westwards, crossing the McMahon 

Line once again to reach the first Tibetan frontier settlements in 

Chame district. In doing so, they traversed non-Tibetan lands during 

this entire southern leg of the procession. This was the territory of the 

Mra (Tibetan: Morang Loba) clan, which ran downstream along the 

Tsari Chu valley and around its junction with the Subansiri at Geling 

Sinyik, and also of the neighbouring Na (Tibetan: Khalo, Lungtu Lopa) 



community of Taksing, which extended upstream along the Subansiri 

heading westwards towards Tibet. 

An elaborate system of ‘compensations’ or ‘taxes’ depending from which side 

one made the pilgrimage was put in place: 

Payments in kind were regularly made to both the Mra and Na by the 

Ganden Phodrang in recognition of the periodic passage of tens of 

thousands of pilgrims via their territories, and also so that their 

assistance could be gained in helping the procession proceed 

smoothly. The Lodzong, a ritualized tribute payment of various Tibetan 

goods, was made immediately prior to each Rongkor Chenmo. Shares 

of the Lodzong were given to the Na and Mra, but also to members of 

other clan-based groups collectively called Tinglo or Tingba by 

Tibetans. These latter groups lived lower down the Subansiri River and 

in the upper Kamla River area, and they regularly threatened to 

disrupt the pilgrimage unless they received a customary amount of 

Tibetan goods. 

Our interest in the long pilgrimage, the Rongkor Chenmo, is mainly because 

its route crosses over to India, south of the McMahon Line.59  

As described by Huber the sacred journey involved crossing south to the 

McMahon Line towards the junction of the Subansiri-Tsari, and a return back 

north across the line. Already in the early 20th century60, tens of thousands 

of pilgrims are said to have performed the Rongkor. 



 
(map of the Tsari pilgrimages) 

The junction of the Chayul-Chu with the Subansiri-Tsari is about twenty 

miles south of the McMahon Line as the crow flies. 

Bailey and Morshead visited the place in 1913 during their journey in 

Southern Tibet. Bailey recalls: 

As far as I could gather from the minor official who called on us, 

[Chikchar] was a pilgrim economy, being the main centre for the 

circuit of the holy mountain. The great pilgrimage took place every 

twelve years, in the Monkey Year. 100,000 pilgrims61 usually made the 

pilgrimage, many of them coming from Pome. The Pobas [Tibetans] 

sent a hundred soldiers; fifty were sent from Trasum in Kongbo and 

thirty from the frontier village of Tron on the Chayul river. These were 

to protect the pilgrims from attack by the Lopa tribe of Daflas, through 

whose territory the pilgrims had to travel when making the Great 

Pilgrimage.62 

The young Captain continues: 



The pilgrims went down the Tsari river, past Migyitün which apparently 

was recognised as the frontier of Tibet-to where the Tsari river joined 

the combined waters of the Char, Nye and Chayul.  

It is interesting to note that in the early 20th century, Migyitün was already 

considered to be the border with Tibet. The McMahon Line, drawn a few 

months later (under the supervision of Capt. Bailey), only acknowledged this 

fact. Bailey further explains: 

This was five or six days' journey. Then they turned up the combined 

rivers, towards Sanga Choling, which they reached about a fortnight 

later. Some pilgrims went very much slower, the minor official said; 

and I inferred there was merit in delay. The slower, the better. 

I asked how the pilgrims managed on the route, especially when they 

were going through Lopa country. Apparently all along the route were 

places called Tsukangs where one man lived and supplied the pilgrims 

with fuel and hot water, but not with food. Food the pilgrims had to 

carry with them, but at Migyitün and elsewhere people came to sell 

food to the pilgrims at extortionate prices. 

Similar descriptions were made by other travellers. Here again, there is a 

clear distinction between the Tibetans and the Lopas. As Bailey put it: 

The Lopas were not allowed to travel up the Tsari valley beyond the 

frontier village of Migyitün because the Tibetans feared they would 

damage their shrines. They were induced to give the pilgrims 

unmolested passage through their own country by the Tibetan 

government lavishing on them presents of woolen cloth, tsampa and 

swords. 

Capt Bailey then describes the other pilgrimage, the Kingkor. 

There was also a Small Pilgrimage63 which was performed annually 

between the 19th day of the third month and the 15th of the eighth. 

After that date it was closed, because it was a sin in making the 



pilgrimage to take any life and the path was infested with small 

maggots about as long as a short match, which lay so thick upon the 

ground that it was impossible to step between them. 

Interestingly, though the old Tibetan society was relatively free and women 

played an important role in the socio-economic life of the nation; in this 

particular case, women were not allowed to perform the Small Pilgrimage. 

Bailey explains why: 

…as the route crossed the Drolma [Dolma] pass, which was taboo for 

women. Some of them however would go as far as the pass and then 

return, acquiring thereby what little merit the taboo allowed them. On 

the 15th of the eighth month all women were sent away from Chikchar 

and went to live at Yarap, though I could not discover for what reason. 

We visited the temples. The largest was Pagmo Lhakang, down in the 

valley. It had a golden roof, and the principal image, that of Dorje 

Pagmo64, was studded with precious stones. A golden butter lamp was 

set before it. On the hillside was a monastery with twelve monks who 

wore their hair long and matted behind. Here the central image was 

that of the Tashi Lama; and in another temple the central image was 

one of Drukpa Rimpoche, the incarnation of Sangling.  

Bailey notes that Chikchar did not pay direct taxes, except a little butter, the 

provision of food and ula to officials: “They made their living by begging, 

ranging far and wide in the off-season for pilgrims. The headman had 

travelled as far as Pome65 soliciting alms.” 

Bailey scouted the area with Morshead. His findings would be used a few 

months later by Sir Henry McMahon during the Simla Conference. Bailey 

describes the area thus:  

I asked where the Tsari river flowed after it joined the combined 

waters of the Char, Nye and Chayul. The official said that it did not 



flow into Pemako, but turned south to India; which fitted in with our 

hypothesis that it formed part of the headwaters of the Subansiri. 

They had heard from the Lopas of some military expedition, which they 

assumed had been Chinese, since the Lopas described the sepoys working 

the bolts of their rifles in the same way as the Chinese. 

The Chinese presence in the early 1910’s sounded the alarm in Delhi and 

London. Something had to be done to stop the possibility of a Chinese 

advance in the region. 

 

The 1906 conflict 

When Bailey visited the area in 1913, he probably heard about the clash 

which occurred in 1906 between some of the border tribes, the Nga and 

Boru were enticed to abandon their traditional trade with the village of 

Tron66 located southwest of the Cristal Mountain, near Chayül Dzong. Highly 

disturbed by this loss of trading revenues, the villagers of Tron killed more 

than a hundred tribals in a cold-blooded revenge. The Tibetan government 

had to send five hundred troops from Dakpo and surrounding districts to 

punish the attackers. Like the Abor Expedition a few years later, on the 

Indian side of the border, the Tibetan Government demonstrated its muscle-

power, but the Tibetan-tribal relations were completely changed thereafter. 

Huber says:  

After the 1906 war the situation was reversed, and those tribals who 

remained within a certain zone close to Tsari and Charme had to pay 

taxes to the Tibetan government instead. Many of them had been 

forced to migrate south into the Subansiri basin, losing their trading 

advantage, having to live as nomadic hunters and leaving their high 

villages and fields abandoned in what was now technically (i.e., on the 

basis of taxation) Tibetan territory. This situation was also to have 

lasting domestic consequences for the Tsariwa67 in terms of security.  



Thereafter, Tibetan troops were stationed over the winter in Yümé to protect 

the temple, and a local militia was formed at Mikyindün to defend the local 

population against retaliatory attacks. The hostility of the upper Subansiri 

tribes toward Tibetan pilgrims at Tsari, and the great importance the latter 

placed on the Lodzong tribute seems directly related to these 1906 

infighting.  

Huber adds that: “The large 1944 massacre of pilgrims by tribals can be 

partly attributed to revenge acts against the Tibetan government by 

displaced Nga and Boru in alliance with lower dwelling Dafla.” 

During the 1914 Simla deliberations with the Tibetans and the Chinese, 

Bailey certainly informed McMahon about the sensibility of the issue and it is 

probably on the Intelligence officer’s recommendation that two conditions 

were inserted to reassure the Tibetans and persuade them to agree to the 

Red Line. One of them was: “The sacred places of Tso Karpo and Tsari Sarpa 

fall within a day’s march of the British side of the frontier, they will be 

included in Tibetan territory and the frontier modified accordingly.” 

To come back to the pilgrimage, Alex McKay, in a review of Toni Huber’s 

book for the Journal of Buddhist Ethics explains:  

In terms of logistics, the event resembled a military exercise. Around 

20,000 pilgrims from all parts of the Tibetan cultural world took part in 

this circuit with direct support from the central Government, whose 

agents negotiated safe passage from the various tribal groups through 

whose territory the pilgrims passed. Lodzong (‘barbarian tribute’) was 

paid out in a ceremony designed to inspire awe and fidelity, the tribal 

representatives receiving gifts of food and goods from agents of the 

Tibetan government in an elaborate ceremony in which power 

ultimately rested with the tribes, whose agreement had to be obtained 

in order to allow the pilgrimage to proceed. 



In some ways, it was a clash of civilization. The wild tribes did not belong to 

the Tibetan world, but it was for them an occasion to extract their dues for 

the passage of the pilgrims on their territory. McKay explains the ‘ritual’: 

When agreement was reached, the tribesmen were induced to swear 

an oath not to molest the pilgrims. Yaks provided by the Tibetan state 

were sacrificed, and the tribesmen passed through a ritual gate and 

were smeared with fresh blood to indicate that they had sworn the 

oath. The general reader will find the account of these negotiations 

and the great pilgrimage itself the most fascinating section of the 

book, with its reconstruction of a spectacular state ritual played out in 

a remote corner of the Himalayas. 

Six years after the boundary was fixed by the representatives of British India 

and Tibet in Simla in the form of a thick Red Line, the Tibetan government in 

Lhasa decided to take control the entire religious exercise. The strong man 

of Tibet, Tsarong was sent to Tsari to overlook the preparations for that 

year’s Rongkor. Huber notes:  

In winter 1919, Tsarong had travelled from Lhasa to Tsari with a force 

of 125 well-armed troops from the bodyguard battalion. During the 

preparations for the Rongkor Chenmo, Tsarong departed significantly 

from the customary practices for protection of the pilgrims. Normally, 

large groups of pilgrims undertook the procession together in columns 

called sho, whose composition was determined by the region of the 

Tibetan world from which pilgrims hailed. The sho set off at fixed 

intervals, and were each headed by a leader who was assisted by well-

armed fellow pilgrims to protect the group from attacks by the 

Subansiri peoples. A tax of one tangka coin was levied from every 

pilgrim and shared out between the various sho leaders who were 

responsible for security.  



The religious pilgrimage thus became a State affair, with all the implications 

for the future relations between India and Tibet as Tsarong was certainly 

aware of the 1914 agreement between the Lhasa Government and British 

India. Huber gives a detailed description of the Tibetan presence:  

In 1920, Tsarong and his troops took all of this security tax for 

themselves, considering that they alone with their modern weapons 

would be sufficient to protect the entire pilgrimage. Apparently for the 

same reason, Tsarong then withheld most of the Lodzong payment due 

to be distributed to the large numbers of Subansiri peoples who had 

come up that year to receive their regular share of Tibetan goods in 

return for non-molestation of the pilgrims.  

The Tibetan government had decided to regain the control of the religious 

operations: 

During the pilgrimage itself, Tsarong had a 'Loba' thief flogged and 

then shot dead by his troops, and this triggered a huge retaliatory raid 

by other Subansiri peoples who were already dissatisfied with the lack 

of Lodzong payments. Considerable numbers of pilgrims and their 

attackers are reported as having been killed or wounded in the ensuing 

fight, and a large group of Tibetan women were taken as prisoners. 

The debacle ended with the Subansiri peoples all withdrawing far down 

into the heavily forested Subansiri gorges, where Tibetan troops could 

never safely follow them. However, the scene was set for future 

conflict involving Tsarong. 

The pilgrimage would thus continue till 1956, although the last Rongkor 

would be special, as the Chinese had already taken possession of Tibet. 

 

The Last Pilgrimage 

Between the first wave of Chinese troops arriving in Tibet in 1950, till the 

next Monkey Year, the time for the next Rongkor, the Chinese had begun 



occupying most of the strategic axis in Tibet and had come closer to the 

Indian border, i.e. the McMahon Line. 

It has to be noted that at the time, the Tibetans were aware that the 

Government of India meant business, especially after Major Bob Khathing 

occupied the Tawang area68. Elsewhere also in NEFA, the Indian 

administration was also pushing towards the Line.  

Apparently the 1956 Rongkor and Lodzong passes off peacefully with few 

noticeable incidents. 

According to Huber: “the Lhasa government had given a satisfactory tribute 

payment, made them all swear the oath successfully, and performed the 

appropriate rituals,” he adds: “However, it is almost certainly the fact that a 

vigorous decade of Indian administrative contacts had already either broken 

the spirit of the upper Subansiri tribes or made conditions too inconclusive 

for them to attempt any aggravation of their northern neighbors and risk a 

political incident during this increasingly critical period of Tibetan, Indian, 

and Chinese relations.” 

As we shall see during the August 1959 incident at Longju, the Indian Army 

(or Assam Rifles) had already set up posts near the not-yet disputed border.  

For the first time, the 1956 Rongkor saw the presence of ‘foreigners’; the 

Chinese PLA camped in the Mandala Plain of Tsari from where the Pilgrimage 

starts. But the Chinese kept their participation rather discreet, merely 

providing medicines for the pilgrims. 

Huber however saw their presence differently: “These apparently innocent 

medical teams are now seen by Tibetans as an important reconnaissance 

leading up to the Chinese occupation and border claims of 1959, a view not 

without substance.” 

Only three years after the last Pilgrimage, the hostilities started, but with 

new actors; it was no longer the Tibetans vs. the local tribals of the Upper 

Subansiri and Tsari Chu, but the Indian and Chinese States.  



 

The 1959 border clash 

The fact that the border was fixed in the area and that it corresponded to 

the traditional border did not prevent a very serious clash in August 1959.  

It occurred in a small village called Longju, south of Migyitün, the last 

Tibetan village north of the McMahon Line. 

Soon after the incident, the Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai complained to his 

Indian counterpart: “Indian troops unlawfully occupying Longju launched 

armed attacks on the Chinese frontier guards stationing at Migyitün, leaving 

no room for the Chinese frontier guards but fire back in self-defence. This 

was the first instance of armed clash along the Sino-Indian border. It can be 

seen from the above that the tense situation recently arising on the Sino-

Indian border was all caused by trespassing and provocations by Indian 

troops, and that for this the Indian side should be held fully responsible.69” 

A few days later, Nehru denied that Indian soldiers had trespassed into 

Chinese territory. The Indian Prime Minister asserts: 

Premier Chou Enlai says that Indian troops have not only over-stepped 

the McMahon Line as indicated in the map attached to the notes 

exchanged between Britain and Tibet, but have also advanced across 

the boundary drawn on current Indian maps, and these maps are 

alleged in many places to cut even deeper into Chinese territory than 

the McMahon Line. …It has been stated in the text of the letter that 

the representation of the McMahon Line on Indian maps strictly 

conforms to the line shown in the Simla Convention Map. Indian troops 

have not crossed the boundary as drawn on current Indian maps. The 

Indo-Tibetan boundary drawn at the Simla Conference departed from 

the watershed in the Subansiri area in order to leave in Tibet the 

sacred lakes of Tso Karpo and Tsari Tsarpa, the village of Migyitün to 

which Tibetans attach importance as the starting point of the twelve-



year pilgrimage, the route from Migyitün to the lakes, and another 

shorter pilgrimage route known as Tsari Nyingpa. The alignment on 

current Indian maps carefully leaves these territories in Tibet. The 

international boundary here runs just south of the village of Migyitün. 

Longju which is entirely distinct from Migyitün lies 1.5 miles further 

south of the border.  

In his letter to Zhou Enlai to the Chinese Premier, Nehru further points to 

the factual position: 

[Longju] cannot be part of Migyitün, which was a decaying village of 

twelve huts in 1913 and had further deteriorated to six huts and a 

monastic [sic] in 1935. The lands attached to Migyitün village were few 

extended to a very short distance from the village.  

Until Chinese troops recently trespassed into Longju no administrative 

control was ever exercised over this village by the Tibetan authorities. The 

detachment of Indian armed constabulary was instructed only to resist 

trespassers and to use force only in self-defence. It was the Chinese who 

first fired at the Indian forward picket and later overwhelmed by force the 

Indian outpost at Longju.  

All this happened a few months after the escape of the Dalai Lama to India 

which followed the aborted Tibetan uprising in Lhasa70. After exile was 

granted to the Tibetan leader, the situation had become more tense between 

Beijing and Delhi. This first border incident led to an uproar in the Indian 

parliament; ‘why can’t the Government get a commitment from China to 

acknowledge the McMahon Line?’, asked the Members.  

The Government of India then began to establish "as many military posts 

along the frontier as possible". 

It is in these circumstances that the Chinese troops captured the Indian 

outpost at Longju, south of the McMahon Line. Nehru then bitterly 

complains: “This deliberate attack, in superior numbers, on an Indian 



outpost have no justification at all. However, even though Longju is 

undoubtedly Indian territory, the Government of India are prepared to 

discuss with the Chinese Government the exact alignment of the McMahon 

Line in the Longju area.” 

This marks the beginning of the hostilities on the McMahon Line. It 

culminated in a war 3 years later. 

 

Upper Siyom 

One remembers that McMahon had written to Lonchen Shatra, the Tibetan 

Plenipotentiary in February 1914, about the India-Tibet frontier “from the 

Isu Razi Pass to the Bhutan frontier”. 

Two conditions were put for the Tibetan acceptance. The first one was about 

the Tsari pilgrimage and the second, “the Tibetan ownership of private 

estates on the British side of the frontier” which should not be disturbed. 

The Pokanam Deba, chieftain of the Po country and the Lhalus, an 

aristocratic family from Lhasa owned land south of the Line. 

 



(Journeys of Ludlow and Sheriff in Southern Tibet) 

When Lochen Shatra objected to the alignment near Menkong71, Charles 

Bell, McMahon’s assistant answered that the boundary drawn on the map 

was based on the reports of British officers and surveyors who had gone 

carefully over the ground in the areas: “The proposed line, therefore, 

appeared to represent 'an equitable frontier' between Tibet and India. As to 

Menkong, it might be that the road from it to the frontier was circuitous and 

difficult.” 

Later Bell told McMahon of the success of his informal discussions with the 

Tibetan plenipotentiary: 

The Tibetan Plenipotentiary, without suggesting a reference to Lhasa 

has agreed to the frontier you (McMahon) desire. Near Menkong we 

wish to draw back the boundary line in any case and we shall thus give 

Tibet the territory she claims between Menkong and the frontier. 

A few days later, Bell explained to McMahon the problems of the western 

section of the Tibet-India frontier: certain Tibetan estates in the area 

belonged to the Lhalu family of Lhasa and some other unspecified individual 

Tibetans. McMahon later told Lonchen Shatra that the British would give 

'favourable treatment' for these estates.  

When Lonchen Shatra accepted to put its seal on the 2-page map in 1914, 

he probably did not envisage that the Red Line would become a bone of 

contention between China and India and that less than 50 years later, the 

Rongkor would be stopped.  

This ‘soft’ border would harden immediately after Tibet’s invasion by China; 

this would change the stakes and from a holy pilgrimage, the Tsari 

pilgrimage route would become a place of conflict and even war in 1962.72 

However prior to 1952, Pachakshiri was one such private Tibetan estate 

whose residents paid taxes to the Lhalu family through its agent known as 

the Gasha Depa. The local Tibetan Buddhist population, the Pachakshiripa 



was socially, culturally, and commercially vaguely connected with Tibet. 

Huber gives a description of the area and the local population:  

Monigong was inhabited by the non-Buddhist and only slightly 

Tibetanized Bokar people73 who maintained trade relations with the 

Neyü Tibetans to the north across the Dom La (or Neyü La) pass. 

Monigong was not Tibetan territory and the Bokar were not Tibetan 

subjects. However, up until the mid-1950s, for the sake of maintaining 

trade relations and a positive alliance, the Bokar paid a small, annual 

tax to a minor local official to the north, the Nekha of Neyü, who was 

in his turn answerable to the Tsela Dzongpon. Neither Pachakshiri nor 

Monigong had any resident Tibetan officials prior to their incorporation 

into the Indian state during the 1950s. The Ramo people, who are 

closely related to the Bokar, inhabited the southern parts of both river 

valleys. They were similarly non-Buddhist and non-Tibetanized, and 

completely independent. Prior to the 1950s, Ramo had a lower level of 

contact with Tibet than their Bokar neighbours. They paid no taxes to 

Tibetans and their northward trade was mainly mediated via the Bokar 

and the Pachakshiriwa74. The Pallibo people who lived south of the 

Ramo, and who were almost identical to them, maintained no direct 

connections with Tibet. 

Contrary to the regular raids by the Tibetan tax collectors in the Siang 

Valley, the Tibetans activities in the Upper Siyom were minimal and did not 

go beyond an annual taxation of Pachakshiri and Monigong. This ended in 

the 1950’s with the consolidation of the Indian administration.  

As the Gasha Depa was deprived of his ‘taxes’, he started to impose a toll 

payment on Pachakshiriwa and Bokar traders crossing into Tibet to barter.  

Huber makes some interesting remarks which are important to grasp if one 

want to understand the complexity of the border issue.  



The Himalayan range is not an ‘impenetrable’ barrier; on the contrary, it is a 

realm of exchange between socially, ethnically and culturally in some cases 

similar and some others very different people. Huber explains: 

In general, and contrary to many popular depictions, the grand 

Himalayan chain never acted as an impenetrable geographical barrier 

that served to isolate Tibetans from their South Asian neighbors. 

Indeed, particularly from the Monyül corridor westward, the Himalayas 

are crossed by numerous passes and travel routes that Tibetans have 

long used to journey to the southern flank of the mountains and the 

plains of India beyond. However, Loyül, the area of the Subansiri basin 

to the south of Tsari, was not traversed by them at all for either trade, 

domestic, or religious purposes. This avoidance was not only due to 

the apparent martial nature of some of the numerous remote, small-

scale, preliterate societies of the southeast borderlands; the Tibetans 

themselves believed strongly that they had less in common with these 

‘uncivilized’ peoples than with any of their other more Tibetanized and 

Indian, Chinese, or Central Asian influenced neighbors.  

Huber also notes that the physical and geographical environment is different 

from the Tibetan plateau: 

Moreover, when crossing the mountain divide here, the ecology 

changed rapidly into a rugged and heavily forested subtropical hill 

country, which highlanders from the plateau found hostile and 

oppressive in general. Loyül thus formed a vast geographical and 

ethnic barrier to Tibetan penetration from the north, the only major 

(and then, only partial) exception being the twelve-yearly great ravine 

circuit processions around Pure Crystal Mountain. 

Due to the geography, the contacts between the Tibetan world and the 

tribals were not always smooth, though it was more institutionalized during 

the Rongkor pilgrimage. As Huber puts it: “The Lodzong in particular, 



constituted a unique local political institution, one in which the relationship 

was mediated through ritual. It is also known to have been an enduring one, 

and the few written records from the early nineteenth century show it had a 

general continuity of form lasting until 1956.” 

Another interesting observation by Huber is worth quoting. There was a 

strong chauvinism from the Tibetan part towards the Lobas, the ‘barbarians’, 

the name given to the local tribes in the Subansiri area and elsewhere. In 

Huber’s words: 

If Tibetans are asked about why the tribals regularly attacked, stole 

from, and killed pilgrims at Tsari, they reply that it is because they are 

‘just Lopa’, and Lopa are ‘savages’ or ‘borderland barbarians’ who 

indulge in meaningless killing and violence and do not follow the 

Buddha's doctrine, which teaches respect for the lives of all sentient 

beings. A classification of self and other is invoked to explain the 

longstanding hostility, both threatened and actual, that has 

accompanied ravine circuit processions. But the attacks on Tibetan 

Rongkor pilgrimage parties, as well as their cessation at times, did not 

occur because the tribal peoples were essentially hostile and violent or 

easily susceptible to being bribed. This particular interethnic violence 

and its pattern must be appreciated through a larger context of 

changing tribal-Tibetan relations, ecological and demographic factors, 

colonial and state policies, and the specific cultural patterns of the 

Subansiri peoples themselves. 

Huber adds a thought-provoking insight in the ‘barbarian tribute’ issue:  

There is no doubt that the payment of compensatory goods was of 

importance from the tribal point of view for a number of related 

reasons. But in terms of ritual practice, the Tibetans themselves 

considered the actual yak sacrifice and oath swearing the most 

effective component of the Lodzong ceremonies for halting the 



violence. They thought so precisely because these were viewed as 

‘Lopa’ or barbarian customs that would have the most binding 

influence over them.  

The fact remains that the Upper Subansiri and Upper Shyom regions were 

some of the most inaccessible parts of the Himalayan belt. It was 

nevertheless a point of contact between the Tibetan world and British India, 

though very few Tibetans had adventured south of Pure Crystal Mountain. 

Huber says: “Only a handful of outsiders penetrated the margins of the area 

from the south; from the north it remained completely unknown below the 

last Tibetan settlements.” 

With the invasion of Tibet by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, the 

situation was going to change dramatically.  

  



Advances in the Lohit Sector 

A promising trade route 

 

We have briefly mentioned the tours of the Assistant Political Officers75 

posted in Sadiya in the Walong76 region at the beginning of the 20th century. 

These tours occurred mostly before the border between India and Tibet was 

fixed during the Simla Convention in 1914. 

During the following decades, this sector like the Siang and Subansiri valleys 

were not a priority for the administrators in Shillong and Delhi.  

However at the end of the 1930’s, the interest resurfaced. 

In his yearly report for 1936-37, W. H. Galvert, the Political Officer, Sadiya 

Frontier Track mentioned that he “carried out a tour in the Mishmi Hills so 

far as the Dou [Du] Valley (Unadministered). The object was to renew 

contact with the Taroan and Miju Mishmis who had not been visited for 

fifteen years, to inspect the suspension bridges over the Delei and Dou 

Rivers and to investigate the possibility of re-opening the Lohit Valley Road 

beyond Theroliang.” 

This shows that at the end of the 1930’s, these remote areas were still ‘un-

administrated’. 

The tours of British officers would however intensify during the following 

years; they could not be called ‘promenades’ anymore.  

 

The Rima Road  

The issue of the Rima road was reopened77 in 1937 by a letter from the 

Governor of Assam to the Government of India to recommend that the Lohit 

Valley road up to the international boundary, south of Rima should be 

reopened. It was the only way to improve “the nature and quality of our 

system of intelligence on the North-East Frontier”. The Governor believes: 



The advantages likely to accrue from the reopening of the road are 

great. His Excellency is advised that were a road passable for ponies to 

be maintained as far as the International Boundary, the Tibetan 

Government would undoubtedly keep the road between Rima and the 

Boundary open. By this means the great wool-producing areas of 

Eastern Tibet would be tapped and the trade from them brought down 

to Sadiya and thence to the Assam-Bengal Railway or the 

Brahmaputra steamer service. With the Assam end of the road 

emerging in the tea-growing districts there will be every inducement 

for planters to produce leaf and brick tea suitable to Tibetan taste, and 

a valuable return trade could be expected to develop. It would not 

indeed be unduly optimistic to anticipate that the road might well 

become one of the greatest trade routes across the Indian Frontier, 

and with the trade a constant stream of information can be expected 

to reach us. 

But that was not all; the Governor affirms that they are other important 

reasons to go ahead with the project: “[the] result of the reopening of the 

road would be a tightening of our hold on the tribes through which it passes; 

with increased opportunities for the gradual suppression of slavery to which 

the Government of India is committed.” 

Unfortunately the project was dropped by the Government of India which 

then saw: “little probability that any material advantages were to be 

expected either from the commercial or strategical point of view in case the 

road were reopened up to Rima.” 



 
(map of the Lohit Valley) 

After his visit to the area in 1940, R.W. Godfrey, the Political Officer of 

Sadiya Frontier Tracks makes the following remarks in his annual report: 

For the first time in twenty-six years a visit was paid by the Political 

Officer to Rima. I spent a week at Rima in January and established 

friendly relations with local officials and residents. I was received with 

great hospitality. Both the people at Rima and also traders from Kham 

and the country bordering on China are all very anxious that we 

complete the mule track as far as Rima. They point out that a great 

deal of the trade now diverted to Sikkim would come straight down the 

Lohit to Sadiya, a journey eight times shorter and far more safe. 



This did not help the project to progress. Nothing happened on the road 

front during the following months and years, though the exchanges between 

the British and Tibetan officials continued during the following seasons. 

 

The advances in the 1940’s 

As mentioned, it is only at the beginning of the 1940’s that the Government 

of India started showing an interest in this truly remote area again.  

At the same time, some departments of the Nationalist government in 

Chongqing were also concerned about the situation in Tibet; they thought it 

was important to begin to look into the issues related to ‘China’s 

boundaries’, though other departments such as the Foreign Ministry believed 

that it was better not to antagonize the British during wartime.  

Hsiao-Ting Lin, in his Tibet and Nationalist China’s Frontier78 asserts: 

The MTAC79 policy planners considered that it would be of great 

advantage to reinforce Chinese authority in the southwest with a 

display of troops there. However, the Waijiaobu80 officials resolutely 

refused to accept such an idea, arguing that this would make the 

British unnecessarily suspicious, and would hinder cooperation 

between the two countries in the postwar international arena.  

The British Government had a similar attitude during the War, not doing 

anything which would irritate the Chinese. 

It is only in 1943, that a larger British expedition was sent from Sadiya to 

explore the Lohit and adjacent valleys and have again a direct contact with 

the Tibetan officials on the other side of the McMahon Line. 

We have the comprehensive Tour Diary81 of F.P. Mainprice82, an ICS officer 

posted as Assistant Political Officer for the Lohit Valley which narrates the 

day to day issues in the life of an officer on a strategic border.  

It was decided that Mainprice would tour these areas and find out about the 

presence of Chinese in the region and the possibility to open a road to Tibet. 



Mainprice and his companions started their journey in the first day of 

December 1943; soon after, they began encountering groups of Tibetan 

traders riding down to Sadiya. On December 5, the APO writes in his diary: 

“Thenceforward the path was not difficult. We passed two more groups of 

Tibetans, one from Ponton, just above Rima, with a man who had been 17 

times in India before, who said the Chinese were very far away from Rima, 

when I questioned him of that point.” 

At Hayuliang, the confluence of the Delai and Lohit rivers, they heard from a 

Mishmi that a couple of days earlier a party of Chinese had camped nearby 

ay Kaseliang; the APO was told that the Chinese were approaching 

Hayuliang. Mainprice recounts: “They turned out to be party of four, wearing 

Tibetan clothes, with a Tibetan servant and 10 Tibetan coolies and under the 

leadership of Chang Tze Chen, and were ostensibly surveying the road from 

Kunming83 and Atuntze through Rima to Sadiya under the auspices of the 

new Sino-Indian Transportation Branch of the Chinese Ministry of 

Communications”. 

They told the APO that they had no maps of the country that they were 

traversing. Mainprice did not believe them. He comments: “K.M. Khang, who 

had been 12 years in Lhasa and some years in India, seemed the brain of 

the party, and was most reticent. We gave them some much appreciated tea 

and had a very friendly conversation before they went on. They had no tent, 

slept out, and lived on the country.”  

Apparently, Khang admitted that he had met Tondup, a Tibetan army officer 

at Rima; he had met him before at Lhasa.” This obviously meant that he had 

widely traveled in Tibet. 

Hsiao-Ting Lin, in his Tibet and Nationalist China’s Frontier, provides some 

interesting background:  

The Nationalist government's clandestine survey activities were in 

accordance with statements made by Shen Zonglian84, the newly 



appointed Chinese representative to Tibet: he expressed ‘the 

desirability of fixing an eastern boundary for Tibet and of opening a 

motor road between India and China via Tibet’. Although Shen 

apparently put forward his road project in the interest of Sino-Indian 

communications, both the British and Tibetans were convinced that the 

opening of previously proposed communications with Tibet from the 

Chinese side would promote opportunities for Chinese economic and 

political penetration in that area. 

As we saw earlier, there was a tremendous increase in the intelligence 

activities of the Chinese after Shen’s arrival in Lhasa; it was therefore not 

only a question of promoting trade. Hsiao-Ting continues:  

The reopening of overland communications, after two years and eight 

months of Japanese blockade, between China (Kunming) and India (Le 

do) via Burma (Myithyina) in early 1945 received tremendous publicity 

and provided a strong stimulus to Chinese public morale. Chinese 

sources suggest that, instead of utilizing the proposed China-India 

roadway for wartime material supplies, the KMT regime was now 

considering this route to be of strategic significance in consolidating its 

state control in southwest China. Moreover, having the completed 

survey for the road via Tibet, the Nationalists sought to strengthen 

their bargaining position vis-à-vis an unpredictable Sino-Tibetan 

relationship in the postwar era. Nevertheless, at no time before the 

collapse of its rule in 1949 did the Nationalist government have an 

opportunity to begin the road through the Tibetan-controlled 

territories. In the late 1950s, it was Chiang Kai-shek's long-term 

adversary, the Chinese Communist Party, that eventually realized the 

long-awaited Sino-Tibetan roadway project. 

One of the main worries of Mainprice’s bosses in Shillong was how deep was 

the Chinese penetration in the area? 



On his way, Mainprice visited the Delai river valley. He went to a point called 

Choglagam85 and in his report to his superiors, he reminded them that 

W.C.M. Dundas, the Political Officer of the Mishmi Mission had written a 

letter to the Chief Commissioner of Assam on May 1, 1912: “On this report 

the construction of a track up the Delai River to the Glai pass86 was, 

amongst other measures for the control of the North-East frontier, 

sanctioned in the Foreign Department letter… the position is certainly a good 

one, with a cluster of ten village within a radius of about a mile around it…” 

Thirty-one years later, no progress had been made on the project. 

The small expedition started its last march towards Rima on February 2, 

1944. We shall go into some detail of the encounter between the APO and 

the Tibetan officials as they show the state of the relations between the 

British and Tibetan officials at the end of World War II. Mainprice recounts:  

After passing through Sangu village we reached the rafting place at 

9:15 [am]. Some men of Sangu and Samar [villages in Tibet] had 

collected a few old logs of some light wood (they said the pines, the 

only wood growing nearby, were useless for building a raft), and these 

they tied into a ramshackle raft, which could take about three men and 

a steersman over at a time, each trip taking half an hour. Accordingly I 

sent all the Mishmi and Maiyi coolies with a few riflemen off to the rope 

bridge 4.5 miles further up”. 

Soon after he crossed over into Tibetan territory, Mainprice was received by 

the Tibetan officials. As always in Tibet, the post of Dzongpon or district 

magistrate is a dual post held by a lay person and a cleric. The APO 

continues his narration: 

Soon after I myself crossed, ‘Pula’, the Shango of Zayul (roughly 

equivalent to Tahsildar), Dotung, Zayul Tsachu or excise officer, and 

various servants of both Dzongpons rode up and greeted us, 

presenting muslin scarves87, and spreading a carpet, entertained us 



with spirit made from koden and rice, while they sent a man to 

announce our arrival on the Rima side.  

Rima was the first large Tibetan village on the other side of the McMahon 

Line though the headquarters of the Tibetan officials was located nearby at 

Shikathang. The APO then describes the officials who receive him: 

Both are Lhasa men, ‘Pula’ a fat man of about 38 who has been 

Shango for 15 years, succeeding his father, and Dotung a more 

travelled man with a smattering of Hindustani and even a few words of 

English. After an hour of cordial conversation through the interpreter 

Heshe, who knows Hindustani but not English, we rode across the 

fields past the small village of Rima to Shikathang, a small collection of 

buildings where the officials live in the cold weather and collect the 

produce of Zayul88, with a Buddhist temple, situated on the top of a 

high bank, where two or three hundred people were collected to watch 

our arrival.  

Rima, a border town (or big village) was the trading hub of the entire region. 

The report continues: 

Traders going down to India often leave their pack animals to graze on 

the Rima plain till their return, but there did not seem to be a very 

great number as we rode through it. More than half the fields were 

fallow, though they seemed good if rather stony land, and this 

potentially fruitful plain was largely covered with scrub and neglected 

the very heavy demands made by the officials on the labour and 

produce of nearby inhabitants no doubt being the cause.  

As Mainprice’s Mishmis coolies arrive in the camp, the APO is taken to meet 

Khendrap Ngudup, the ecclesiastic Dzongpon, known as Tsedrung and the 

Khangsar Dzong, a monk representative from Drepung. The second 

Dzongpon, Khonto Dzong Deshyimpa is a lay person, but is absent at the 

time of the APO’s visit. Mainprice thus describes the officials: 



The Khangsar Dzong, a Lhasa man from Drepung monastery, about 45 

years old, who like the Shango has never been outside Tibet, 

entertained us to tea, walnuts and spirit, was very friendly and 

seemed quite at his ease after a short time. He went to the English 

School at Gyantse, where he did not get much further than his A B C, 

was a telephone clerk in the Chumbi valley for some time, and then 

knew Hindustani well, though he has now forgotten it, then had 4 

years in Lhasa before being appointed Dzongpon of Teya, 5 days east 

of Chamdo. He was there 5 years, and has now been 5 years at 

Sangacho Dzong, and hopes to retire from service this year on the 

proceeds, which the interpreter estimates at about 25,000 Tibetan 

rupees a year.  

Amusingly, he does not want to be photographed with his wife. One can 

understand as he was probably a monk. Even amongst lay officials, the 

practice to have a ‘temporary’ wife in remote postings in widespread. 

Mainprice says: 

He has long had a woman living with him, and has three children, but 

insisted on being photographed alone when I suggested a family 

group. Lhasa do not apparently know of his wife and family, and he 

does not want them to before he retires, as the consequences would 

be very serious for him. He complained that they were very out of 

things in Zayul and asked how the war was going and was pleased 

when he heard of our recent successes. A messenger riding as fast as 

he can can reach Lhasa from Rima in about 10 days, but ordinary 

communications are much slower.  

The next day the party remained in Rima. One official reception followed 

another, especially after the British had offered gifts to their Tibetan 

colleagues (a watch, torch and spare batteries, razor and blades, spoons, 

towel, soap and a mirror and comb for his wife). The food was excellent and 



varied, “various small dishes of meat and vegetables on a foundation of 

macaroni, which the Tibetans ate with chopsticks and we with spoons” and 

as usual in Tibet, the meal is followed by more spirit and more chang beer.  

The Tibetan officials were delighted to see photos of India, particularly the 

family of Raja Dorji, the Bhutan representative at Kalimpong. 

The APO however takes the opportunity to look around and study the 

activities in the area. He continues his description: 

The Zayul rice is taken north to pay for salt and tea, both from 

western China, and most of their silver and brassware, carpets, fruits, 

vegetables, animals, and meat come from Chamdo or considerably 

further up, the local people being considered very primitive, as indeed 

they are. The prices of mules and ponies have risen very greatly; the 

latter greatly predominate locally, but nearly all come from further up.  

Then Mainprice describes the other Tibetan officials officiating in this remote 

district of Tibet: 

The Dzongpon takes snuff continually, but neither drinks nor smokes. 

The other two do both, the Tsachu being well provided, as he takes 

two packets out of every box of 50 packets passing through , which 

means 80 packets out of each coolie load of cigarettes. He takes his 

share of all produce brought down by all parties going to Sadiya as 

well as from them on their return, and with the great increase in traffic 

this year must be doing well. Many parties take down only Tibetan 

silver coin, of which he is said not to take anything, though they have 

to pay to cross the rope bridge. The interpreter thinks the Tsachu must 

make about 15000 Tibetan rupees a year nowadays, and the Shango 

about 5,000, as the latter has to work under the Dzongpon and give 

them most of what he collects in revenue from the villages, while the 

Tsachu is dealing with wealthy traders and has to give much less to 

the Dzongpon. He thinks the revenue of Zayul, which the two 



Dzongpon dispatch in cash to Chamdo, might be about 8,000 Tibetan 

rupees, and that certainly three-quarters of what is collected remains 

in the official’s pockets.  

The meal lasted four hours, and then they got another invitation for another 

feast in the evening (tea and rice with about 20 dishes of meat, turnips, 

potatoes, onions, lentils, chillies, ladies fingers, …and other unidentified 

ingredients, and some excellent wheat bread and tsamba89). 

The conversation remained cordial. The British Sub-Assistant Surgeon had 

treated the Dzongpon’s wife who had a polypus in the nose, and also the 

Shango’s wife. They were undoubtedly grateful to modern science and the 

British Empire for helping them in such a way. 

The next day90, the party continued feasting in Rima. In the morning, they 

got new gifts, this time of rice, walnuts, eggs, spirit, and some pork. This 

time it was on behalf of the ‘missing’ Dzongpon; of course, ‘suitable 

presents’ were returned.  

Then came the real business. At the end of the meal, the Dzongpon asked 

Mainprice “what was the trouble about the four villages of Walong, Tinai, 

Dong and Kahao.” 

The APO not only was expecting the question, but it was one of the 

objectives of his visit to get through the British position on the border. He 

tells his interlocutor: “under the 1914 agreement between the Governments 

of India and Tibet they were ours [the four villages]”. He also explains to the 

Dzongpon where the border is. The latter then asks why no one had ever 

said so before, ‘although several sahibs had visited Rima’, and that he has 

personally no knowledge of the mater; nor has the Shango, who has been 

here 15 years; the APO answers: “since 1914 no Sadiya officer had met the 

Dzongpon to tell him, and that the only Government officer who had been to 

Rima, Mr. Godfrey in 1940, had not been able to meet the Dzongpon.”  



The Tibetan official then brings up the issue of the boundary stone installed 

by the Chinese at Menilkrai in 1910. The APO has to explain that “the 

Chinese inscription was purely ex parte, and that two years after the 

Chinese had been driven out, the two parties concerned with the boundary, 

India and Tibet, had agreed amicably on their frontier, unlike China, which 

was still encroaching; I also emphasized the friendship between Britain, 

India and Tibet and the advantages of a fixed and agreed boundary.” 

He even shows the Dzongpon, a map of Rima region with the ‘McMahon line 

frontier printed in black’. 

The Tibetan official argues that he had “no intimation of a change in the 

boundary had ever come from Chamdo or Lhasa, that the four villages had 

paid revenue to Rima at the same rates as to-day from time immemorial, 

without any objection from Sadiya, and that we should not have built the 

post walls at Walong91.” 

When the Dzongpon says that his superiors would be very annoyed if he 

allows the British to carry on work at Walong, Mainprice reiterates that 

Walong belongs to India under the 1914 Convention, and he is fully entitled 

to construct a post there. The APO then requests his Tibetan colleague to 

check the correct position with Lhasa, adding: “We had no designs on Zayul, 

and only wished to act in strict conformity with the conventions between our 

Governments. Under the 1914 Convention the four small villages keeping 

Miju cattle were ours, Samar, Tang and all above were theirs [Tibetan].” 

The APO concludes: “We, for our part would confine our activities to our side 

of the frontier, where we hoped to improve the roads, encourage trade and 

agriculture, and increase medical services, all of which would be of as much 

benefit to Tibetans as to our people, and which should greatly increase the 

Rima revenues in time amply compensating them for the paltry Rs.140 

worth of produce they get.” 



Finally, like in the Siang sector, it is decided that both officials will refer the 

issue to the respective governments:  

We were all subordinate officers of Government and only our 

Governments could alter the boundary agreed upon 30 years ago. We 

were going back shortly and were not constructing any buildings inside 

the stone walls this season, and I suggested they on their part should 

not take any revenue from the four villages till they heard from Lhasa.  

At the end of the conversation, the Dzonpon is emotional; he regrets the 

unpleasantness of the situation “when our Governments were such friends 

and the Dzongpon and I [Mainprice] were like brothers”. 

It would however take three or four months to hear from Lhasa, asserts the 

Dzongpon, the APO on his part also says that he will report to his 

government about Dzongpon’s friendliness and what he has said.  

Mainprice comments: 

During it the Dzongpon had fingered his rosary nervously and 

frequently consulted the Shango and Tsachu, while they had all 

seemed surprised and pained at this trouble, and above all 

apprehensive at the thought of the anger of their superiors. The 

Dzongpon himself is nervous that any trouble will affect his 

approaching retirement, now that he is so near the end of his term in 

Zayul. 

In his report, the APO admits that his strong statement to the Dzongpon 

about the British rights “under the 1914 Convention was very necessary, as 

our case in the upper Lohit Valley has been neglected and gone by default 

for the last 30 years, and any failure to state it now, even though we may 

not be able to make the McMahon line frontier here fully effective or stop 

revenue payments to Rima for another year or two would have greatly 

strengthened the already forceful case the Dzongpon made out for the 

status quo.” 



Mainprice dropps a few hints “that they may be passed on eventually to the 

Dzongpon”, to make the Tibetans think twice before doing anything to the 

post being built in Walong. 

The British points out that the location of the post in Walong was good, 

because, if something had been done at Menilkrai, it would have 

immediately been construed “as an admission of the Menilkrai boundary 

claimed by China formerly, and now by Tibet” being the correct border. In 

any case, “the inclinations of the [population of the] four villages are all on 

our side”, thought the APO. 

Thereafter the series of meals could continue. This time, the Shango is the 

host. The Tibetans try again to broach the frontier issue, but the APO felt 

that “there was nothing to be gained by adding to our exhaustive discussions 

in the afternoon.” 

The next day, they head towards the border again. Before they depart, the 

Dzongpon’s servants bring presents again, a bag of rice, walnuts, and sine 

dried fruit rather like small plums but with 4 or 5 stones which are said to be 

common in China.  

In return, they got some tea and tobacco from the British. An amusing 

incident, the Dzongpon makes a fuss to get in writing the names of the 

British officers and their designation; when in turn, the Tibetans are asked to 

write their name in the APO’s notebook, the host, the Tsachu does not know 

how to write.  

The British party also discovers that Dzongpon possesses several arms 

particularly some Japanese rifles stamped ‘Republica Mexica 1913’, a Mauser 

pistol of the last war and other weapons with Czech, German, Russian and 

Chinese markings, The latter are kept in the official’s quarters. The 

Dzongpon mentions some American transport planes which, a few days 

earlier flew over Rima on their way to China. He thought that it was on a 

joyride to see the country; he has no idea that these planes took supplies to 



China as part of the Allies’ war efforts. The Tibetan official is most interested 

when Mainprice told him about the aerial supply route.  

They finally part most cordially, with the APO expressing the hope that some 

of them would visit Sadiya or that they might meet again at Gyantse.  

While at Rima, the British interpreter speaks with two Chinese traders (one 

from Sichuan and one from Yunnan); they are staying in the border village 

during the season, while their men have gone down to Sadiya to barter 

Indian goods. There was a third Chinese trader who also lives at Rima; he is 

dealing in cigarettes and cloth. The APO is thus informed that 2,000 Chinese 

Muslim troops from Xining in Qinghai province under a warlord92, 

independent of the Central Government has massed; they face the Tibetan 

troops across a river at Jyekundo. They want the permission to enter into 

Tibet, which the Tibetans has refused; when ask to confirm this information, 

the Rima officials say that they know nothing about Sino-Tibetan border 

affairs, the border is too far away!  

The day after he has left the Tibetan territory, the APO comments: 

I was quite glad to be away from Rima. The very lengthy sessions in 

the officials’ houses had left little time or opportunity to talk to others 

or to see anything of our surroundings, while it was uncomfortable to 

be almost entirely dependent on those officials both for the means of 

getting back across the river by rope-bridge or raft and for rice for the 

Mishmis.  

The PIO returns to Sadiya via Walong and later continues his annual tour of 

the area. 

 

Another tour of the Valley 

In his Tour Diary, Major G.T. Allen93, APO, Lohit Valley Sub-Agency recounts 

his visit of the Lohit and nearby valley between March and December 1946. 



Though Major Allen reached the Tibetan border in Kahao on August 30, 

1946, he did not go to Rima like his predecessors. He writes:  

Another beautiful day. After crossing two flats, the track follows the 

river gorge where the cliffs are extremely steep. Then follows about 

two miles of really terrible going, where one clings to rocks and slides 

down old badly tied poles, literally overhanging the main river. This 

portion is really bad. It is not kept up by Government. Finally reached 

Kahoa (2 houses - 3 pairs bullocks all Mishmi owned). The village has 

a water channel running through it, and is also about 50 feet from 

Kahao Chu (steam). They have large area of fields both wet and dry 

cultivation, and could support larger population. A good deal of land is 

uncultivated. Sub-assistant Surgeon found 7 Malaria cases - ¾ of the 

population) and when I went to the village in the dusk it was covered 

with swarms of mosquitoes. They are very bad indeed here, probably 

due to the rice fields so close. 

The famous border town comprises of 2 houses and 6 bullocks. For Major 

Allen, there is no question of meeting the Tibetan Dzongpons and other 

officials in Rima, though these regular tours help to progressively establish 

that these remote areas are part of the Indian territory. Major Allen writes: 

Camped on the far side of Kahoa Chu, and self, Subedar Uzir, one 

NCO, Menonglom and Sengadzup went on the last 3 miles to the 

Tibetan border. Beyond our camp the flat extends for about a mile and 

is thickly covered with very fine pines. This whole area shows traces 

former extensive cultivation with very many stone walls and 

presumably there was large population here formerly. 

Crossed the Di Chu which is almost a river, by a dangerous 

combination of fallen pine trees (with the original bridge has been 

washed away this year), and on along a succession of flats, to opposite 

side with a few fields cultivated by man of Sama [Samar] (Tibet) 



where, on the West bank the border comes. A small hut there us 

where Pula’s representative comes in winter to collect taxes from 

those traders going down to Sadiya. On the East bank (on which we 

were) the border follows the river up for about a mile, and we 

proceeded along a wide maidan [field] finally up to a small ravine, 

where there is a spring nearby. This marks the border on the East 

side. 

The tax collection seems to have stopped and the ‘Pula’ only comes to the 

border to collect custom duties, which is different from the usual compulsory 

taxes earlier collected. Before leaving back for Walong, the APO remarks: 

Rima is about 6 miles on from here. On the far bank West the valley 

opens out into a long series of maidans much wider and larger than 

anything we have on our side, with the Tibetan villages of Sama and 

Sangu, with about 30-15 houses. 

But the story is not finished. 

China complains about the British advances 

It is worth mentioning an interesting development.  

In 1946, a Note from the Foreign Affair Department discussed a complaint 

from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs who protested against British 

intrusions in the Walong Sector, the easternmost part of the India-Tibet 

border. 

Tellingly, the Chinese never complained about the Tawang area, they 

objected only to the area around Walong in the eastern part of NEFA. 

According to the British Note August 21, 194694: 

The Chinese have made representations to the British Embassy at 

Nanking regarding the Government of India’s action in the McMahon 

Line area. Not all the names are identifiable – Sir Ralph Stevenson is 

making enquires about them – but the note appears to relate solely to 

the Lohit area. Probably the Chinese are basing themselves on the 



customary frontier between China and India prior to the 1914 

Convention which ran through Menilkrai, south of Walong. 

There appear to be two courses open to us: 

1. To deny that the Chinese have any right to concern themselves 

about what goes on the Indo-Tibetan frontier 

2. To point to the agreed frontier in the 1914 Convention. 

There is not perhaps a very great difference between these two 

courses, as both would involve reference to the 1914 Convention; but 

before writing to the Foreign Office it would be preferable to have the 

Government of India’s views.  

The Foreign Office sought Delhi’s view because after the visit of the Cabinet 

Mission to India in May 1946, a plan had been formulated for the transfer of 

power from the British Raj to the Indian leadership, providing India with 

independence under dominion status in the Commonwealth of Nations.  

Lord Pethick-Lawrence, the Secretary of State for India, Sir Stafford Cripps, 

President of the Board of Trade, and A. V. Alexander, the First Lord of the 

Admiralty had proposed to set up a Constituent Assembly and an Interim 

Council with support of the main Indian parties. 

The Interim Government of India, formed on 2 September 1946 was to help 

a smooth transition to independence.  

To come back to Walong, London sent another note to the Government of 

India to explain the situation: 

This complaint by the Chinese is presumably connected with the 

complaint which the Tibetans made last year about our operations 

south of the McMahon Line, (which is the international frontier 

between India and Tibet).  

In all probability, this refers to the British ‘advances’ in Lohit, particularly the 

visit of Mainprice to Rima in 1944. As we saw, it was not a military 



operation, but a routine ‘promenade’ of the Political Officer in the 

Walong/Lohit sector.  

The Chinese complaint may also be linked with the proposed Chinese road in 

the area. Hsiao-Ting mentioned: “The only substantial achievement of the 

1944 Tibetan affairs meeting was the setting up of a Yunnan-Xikang Border 

Commission in the northern Yunnan border city of Deqin95 (Atuntze) in the 

summer of 1945. According to the 1944 conference, the purpose of this 

organ was to enhance Nationalist control over Tibet and the adjacent 

peripheral regions. Yet even on the eve of its inauguration, senior officials of 

the Nationalist government failed to reach a consensus as to whether 

Chinese military forces or frontier police should be attached to this 

commission”. 

But let us return to the British note, it continues: 

At some stage since the 1914 Convention [China] created two new 

provinces - Chinghai [Qinghai] and Sikang [Xikang], bordering on what 

they conceive to be the Sino-Tibetan Frontier. According to the 1914 

Convention, however, these so called provinces incorporate large 

tracts of territory belonging to Tibet. What is worse from our point of 

view is that they also incorporate most of the Assam Tribal Areas, 

[and] part of Northern Burma. The Chinese have recently taken to 

printing maps showing the boundaries taken to printing maps showing 

the boundaries claimed by them and I attach a copy of such a map 

with the frontiers accepted by H.M.G. superimposed upon it. The lines 

claimed by the Chinese are marked in red and the relevant boundaries 

of Tibet according to the 1914 Convention are shown in blue and 

green. (The green line is the same as that marked in red in the map 

appended to the 1914 Convention, and is consequently sometimes 

referred to as the ‘red line’, or alternatively the ‘McMahon Line’). This 

map explains the reference in the second paragraph of the Chinese 



M.F.A.’s96 note to ‘acts of aggression on Chinese territorial 

sovereignty’. 

 
(Chinese map showing the so-called Indian encroachments in the Walong 

sector of the Lohit Valley) 

The irredentism of the Chinese position was not new and Beijing still today 

wants to grab portions of Indian territory, in Arunachal Pradesh and 

Ladakh.97 The telegram to Delhi says: 

In view of our undertaking to uphold Tibetan autonomy, to say nothing 

of our non-recognition of the boundaries of Sikang, I do not think that 



we should engage in any argument with the Chinese over the exact 

location of India’s Northern Frontier, and of our right to assert our 

authority up to it. I would suggest that our reply to the Chinese should 

be that the North-Eastern Frontier of India and the Eastern Frontier of 

Tibet are defined in the 1914 Convention, and that we have already 

explained the nature of our operations to the Tibetan Government.  

D.M. Cleary, the official of the India Office dealing with the issue, proposed 

to inform the Government of India accordingly after getting the concurrence 

of the British Foreign Office.  

E. P. Donaldson of the Foreign Office insisted that these types of issues 

should gradually be passed on to the Interim Government for their advice, if 

not decision.  

It occurs to me that in the early stages at least, this is a matter which 

the Government of India should be allowed or even encouraged to 

handle themselves through the representative whom they will shortly 

be appointing to Nanking to take the place of their Agent-General 

there rather than that correspondence with the Chinese Government 

should be handled by H.M. Embassy. 

Donaldson also notes: 

The Chinese note is a protest, based on wholly unsupported assertions 

against alleged acts of aggression said to have been committed by 

Military Officers acting under orders of the Government of India 

against ‘Chinese territorial sovereignty’. 

Donaldson suggested relating the matter to the ‘advance’ of the British 

Administration in Tawang area.  

Subsequently, London wrote to the Government of India: “as, I assume, you 

would wish this matter to be dealt with in the first instance in direct 

correspondence between the Chinese Government and the Government of 

India.” 



However, London remained cautious: “If at a later stage, the question arose 

of the whereabouts of the Indo-Tibetan Frontier, or of the Status of Tibet, as 

outlines in the Simla Convention of 1914, were to be called in questions, 

H.M.G. would necessarily have to take a hand.” 

On November 14, 1946, Sir R. Stevenson, the British Ambassador to 

Nanking informed London that the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

enquired “whether London had conferred on Government of India full power 

to discuss and settle all questions in connection with Tibet outstanding 

between China and Great Britain”. He adds: 

We have got to tread rather verily in these matter as, although we are 

still ostensibly responsible for the foreign relations of India, there can 

be little doubt, at least as regards relations with limitrophe countries, 

she will tend to take an increasingly independent line and there is 

nothing we can do from here than to give advice which the 

Government of India may or may not follow. 

Surprisingly after Independence, the Government of India was more decisive 

than the British administration. The area was completely reorganized. 

 

A ‘small’ rectification of the border 

It is necessary to mention here a rather amazing story which shows how the 

mindset of the officers of the Raj is always thinking in strategic terms. 

On September 12, 1945, the Political Officer, Sadiya Frontier Tract forwards 

to the Governor of Assam, a note written by Mainprice on the human 

settlements south of the McMahon Line and a ‘small’ rectification of the Line. 

On August 12, 1945, after one of his visits in the Walong area, Mainprice 

mentions his idea of rectification to his boss in Sadiya:  

…looking further ahead to the time when the Lohit Valley road has 

been pushed right through to the frontier and all the trade and animal 

traffic of Eastern Tibet can go right down it to India, I do not consider 



the valley at Walong, 18 miles south of the frontier, will ever provide 

sufficient place and sufficiently larger area of cultivation for the 

important entrepot and centre for trade and spreading our influence 

and gathering information in Eastern Tibet which we should have on 

our side of the frontier, if Lohit Valley is ever to be more than a blind 

valley.  

The APO speaks of the geographical features of the Lohit Valley which is 

extremely narrow and unfit as a trade hub, in case the commerce with Tibet 

increases; an eventuality which according to the British officer would benefit 

both Tibet and India. Mainprice continues: 

Nor is there in my opinion a sufficiently large area for these purposes 

anywhere on our side of the present Line. We could however get the 

space the extensive cultivation, and the nucleus of the resources we 

need for this centre if we advanced the frontier about 7 miles further 

to the north up the west side of the main valley only to a point 

opposite the farm village of Rima or the Zhayul Tibetan headquarters 

of Shika taking in the two 7-house villages of Samar and Sangmu, 

which are inhabited exclusively by Zakring of tribal origin, who also 

can own several miles on our side of the McMahon Line. These 2 

villages, unlike our present 4 Mishmi hamlets, are well provided with 

livestock (ponies, donkeys, cattle, and pigs) ad there is scope for 

extending their already remarkably large and fine cultivation. The 

valley opens out there, and there should be no difficulty in making a 

landing strip below one of these villages, from which planes could 

circle easily over the Rima plain. At Walong and elsewhere in the 

narrow valley on our side it is very doubtful if a safe airstrip can be 

found or made. 

Mainprice is thinking in terms of human resources, such as coolies available 

to carry the goods to be bartered in the plains of Assam, but also food for 



the travellers and fodder for their animals. The Lohit is just  too narrow to 

supply these essential items. 

 
A look at Google Earth shows how narrow the Lohit Valley is between Kahao, 

the border village (2 houses) and Walong.  

But further north, a few kilometers away between the McMahon Line and 

Rima, there are a large expenses of land. Mainprice often spoke of maidans 

during his visit in February 1944.  

The suggestion of the APO is to have a deal with the Tibetans and rectify the 

border. 

Mainprice argues:  

Strategically this advance of the frontier and of our frontier post would 

be of the greatest advantage to us from other aspect too. The 

McMahon Line was fixed north of the Tho Chu and Di Chu to give us 

the command of (1) the easy summer route into the Lohit Valley by 

the Tho Chu Pass and down the Dav Valley and (2) the Diphuk La 

route into Northern Burma by which Captain Kingdon-Ward and two 

other small parties escaped from the Japanese occupation of Burma in 



1942; but from Walong we have no control over either and in any 

other position further up on our side of the McMahon Line (which could 

not be established without a considerable increase in the population of 

our frontier area) it would be very difficult to control more than one of 

these routes. A post situated near Sangu village would command both 

these routes (the Diphuk Pass routes works its way across a rockface 

of tremendous height rising sheer from the Rongma Chu (Tellu or Lohit 

opposite Sangmu), would have a good ferrying place across to the 

Rima (eastern) bank just below, and overlooks and commands the 

whole Rima plain, and the route from the Eastern to Central Tibet 

running just north of our frontier up the Rongto Chu. 

When Mainprice visited these villages a year earlier (and met the local 

Dzongpon0, he had taken detailed notes of the geographical contours of the 

area and the logistical difficulties to cross the river.  

His conclusions are rather radical: let us ask the Tibetans to change the 

border, as in any case, it is ‘insignificant’ for them:  

The small rectification of the McMahon Line, if comparative 

insignificance to Zayul and Eastern Tibet, but of vital importance to our 

whole political, strategic, and commercial position up the Lohit Valley, 

which provides the only link between (Eastern Tibet and India, would 

presumably have to wait till the whole question of this Indo-Tibetan 

frontier, including the rendition of Towang [Tawang], is taken up 

afresh with the Tibetan Government. But whether we get Samar and 

Sangu or not, and whether we get them soon or after some years, it s 

still essential to begin immediately to restore the former population 

and cultivation of Walong and the now uninhabited 25 miles on our 

side of the McMahon Line below Samar, and it will be extremely 

difficult if not impossible for us to carry on even at Walong, let alone 



nearer the frontier, unless the present orders about settlement from 

lower Zayul are modified in the sense I have recommended.  

The Political Officer in Sadiya recommends the ‘small’ modification: “I quite 

agree with the APOs’ suggestion. Not only will air supply be much easier, but 

from a strategic point of view we shall control the whole Zayul plain from 

Sangmu. I cannot too strongly recommend this. Here again it should be 

possible for Government of India to come to some agreement with Tibet. 

This place is the logical point for a frontier post.” 

Even the Army finds it a good idea. The APO explained his proposal to 

Brigadier McLeod of Army Headquarters in Delhi who “after flying over the 

country commended it on strategic grounds.” 

J.P. Mills, the Adviser to the Governor of Assam for Tribal Areas and States 

was wiser, he just forwarded the proposal to the Government of India ‘for 

the sake of completeness’. He writes: 

The suggestion of the Assistant Political Officer that the McMahon Line 

should be modified in the neighbourhood of Rima has already been 

mentioned to the Government of India …I cannot recommend [the 

proposal] of the Assistant Political [Officer] until our line of 

communication has been improved at least up to bridle path standard 

throughout, but I mention the matter here for the sake of 

completeness and in order that it may be borne in mind if it is 

proposed to modify the Line in favour of Tibet else here.  

This would remain at that.  

One point is important to remember, the deepest Chinese incursions in the 

area occured in 1910 and 1912. The Chinese came, installed border stones 

in Menilkrai and left after a short time (the markers were removed by 

O’Callaghan a couple years later and new ones placed at Kahao on the Line). 

Today, Beijing claims a huge chunk of Arunachal Pradesh, saying that it had 



always ‘belonged’ to them and that they had always been in the control of 

these areas. 

Regarding Tawang area, the Chinese never even came close, but is another 

story. 

After Independence, changes were brought about for a better administration 

of the area. In 1948, Sadiya Frontier Tract was bifurcated; two districts the 

Abor Hills and the Mishmi Hills districts were created.  

On August 13 1952, Tezu became the headquarters of Mishmi Hills District 

while Hayuliang was upgraded to a sub-division headquarters with an 

Assistant Political Officer in charge.  

In 1954, the Mishmi Hills district was renamed as Lohit Frontier Division. 

Subsequently, in 1956, Dibang Valley was constituted as a separate sub-

division with headquarter at Roing.  

In 1965, Lohit Frontier Division became the Lohit District. In 1980, the 

Dibang Valley with headquarter at Anini was carved out of Lohit District. 

Finally, Anjaw District with its headquarter at Hawai was created in February 

2004 with seven administrative units, Hayuliang, Hawai, Manchal, Goiliang, 

Walong, Kibithoo, Chaglogam. 

This was the conclusion of a tumultuous history. 

  



The Frontier in the Upper Siang Valley 

 

 

On April 8, 1946, A.J. Hopkinson, the Political Officer in Sikkim wrote to his 

colleague, Major G.C.L. Crichton, then Joint Secretary to the Government of 

India in the External Affairs Department in Delhi. What he tried to convey is 

the key to understand the whole issue of the McMahon Line and the frontier 

between Tibet and British India. 

Hopkinson quoted from a letter received a few days earlier from H.E. 

Richardson, the head of the British Mission in Lhasa98.  

Richardson had commented on the fact that the Government of India wanted 

him to tell the Tibetan Government in Lhasa to instruct its officials posted on 

the Indian border to discontinue their intrusion into India territory and stop 

to collect taxes from tribal areas south of the McMahon Line. 

Richardson was on the opinion that it would not help to complain to the 

authorities in Lhasa. He explains: 

The Tibetan Government are aware of our claims to the McMahon Line; 

but it is their typical modus operandi to ignore those claims for as long 

as possible and to continue to regard themselves as being entitled to 

collect taxes in our jurisdiction on the hope that we may eventually 

give in to their persistence. 

Until officers in Assam realize that the Tibetan Government has 

standards far different from those of any Western power, and that 

Tibetan methods must be met by an equally bland persistence in 

stating and restating our position, at the same time quietly enforcing 

in so far as they can, they are likely to be led into over-dramatization 

of the situation. They should in fact, follow Horace’s precepts and be 

astonished at nothing; and preserve an ‘equal mind’. 



It was difficult for the Assam Government to grasp that the Tibetan 

government did not function like London or Shillong. The Tibetan officials in 

Lhasa lived in another world, with little contact with outside; they indeed 

had different standards. 

 
(map of the Upper Siang area) 

 

The Case of the Upper Siang Valley in the 1940 



Let us take a practical example: the Siang (or Dihang) River which is the 

continuation of Tsangpo River in Tibet, becoming the Brahmaputra when it 

reaches Assam downstream.  

In this area, north of the McMahon Line lies the mythic region of Pemakö.  

Toni Huber, one of the best specialists of the area gives a vivid description of 

the ethnic diversity of the region:  

As a result of migrations and shifts in regional power prior to, and 

during, the early twentieth century, Pemakö and the upper Siang 

valley became an ethnically and politically complex frontier zone. 

There were small populations of so-called 'Memba' and 'Khamba', 

whose pilgrim-cum-refugee ancestors began migrating into the region 

from Bhutan, Monyul, and eastern Tibet during the period around the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. There were Tibetan-

speakers in Pemakö who migrated into the area from the neighbouring 

districts of Chimdro, Powo and Kongpo. Additionally, there were also 

various peoples whom the Tibetans referred to as 'Loba', mostly from 

northeast Adi groups, including Asing and Tangam (Tibetan: Lokarpo), 

Shimong (Tibetan: Lonakpo) and Minyong, as well as some Idu 

(Tibetan: Tana) from the upper Dibang99 valley system to the east. 

Some of these populations intermarried with or culturally influenced 

one other to various degrees100. 

We have already mentioned this migration in our account of Captain Bailey’s 

journey in Southern Tibet in 1913. 

The botanist Frank Kingdon-Ward who visited the region in the mid-thirties, 

also spoke of the ‘lively movement of people’ in the area:  

The Monbas were now crossing the Doshong La in hundreds, a few 

Kampas, Pobas, and Kongbas with them; we also saw three Lopas — 

presumably the people we call Abors — who had come 25 marches. 

They had all come to get salt, bringing rice, curry, vegetable dyes, 



canes…, maize, tobacco, and a few manufactured articles such as 

coloured bamboo baskets, garters, and so forth. … By the end of 

October traffic ceased, …but at this time not a day passed without fifty 

or a hundred people coming over — men, women, and children — and 

Pe, with its camps, and supplies, and people coming and going, 

presented a lively scene. Between one and two thousand must have 

crossed the Doshong La in October, which made Pemakö appear quite 

thickly populated. But it is not. 

The area of Pemakö cannot be less than 20,000 square miles, and 

probably a third of the population come to Pe for salt each year.  

Though the terrain around Pemakö did not allow much space for settlements 

and farmland, the number of migrants nevertheless comprised a third of the 

population. The region was however relatively parsely populated. 

Kerstin Grothmann in her Population History and Identity in the Hidden Land 

of Pemakö101 explained:  

In relation to these stretches of inhabitable land, the population 

density was higher only along certain river valleys. Up to the end of 

the 1950s, these valleys functioned as the major transport arteries 

between the Tibetan plateau and the lower hill regions. Apart from 

these main routes, the region is criss-crossed by trails connecting the 

various villages within the Pemakö region. Due to the increasing 

number of migrants flowing into Pemakö since the beginning of the 

20th century, the native inhabitants of the region were, by degrees, 

displaced from their settlement areas, which often resulted in armed 

conflicts. 

When the last ruler Powo known as the Kadham Depa, died at the end of the 

1920’s, his kingdom collapsed and was taken over by the Central 

Government of Lhasa102.  



By the first years of the 1930’s, Lhasa had entirely dismantled the Powo 

kingdom and the region had come under Lhasa’s direct rule. A Dzongpon 

stationed at Metok, north of the ‘forgotten’ McMahon Line was responsible 

for the territory and the collection of taxes. It was compulsory for the 

population living in the region to pay their ‘taxes’ in cash or kind. The Sera 

monastery near Lhasa was then preponderant and it was usually in its name 

that taxes were collected in the form of grains, chilies, bamboo poles for 

prayer flags, products made of cane, medicinal herbs, mushroom and animal 

skin. Some areas of Pemakö were under the high Nyingmapa Lama, Dudjom 

Rinpoche; people could also pay taxes to the latter’s monastic lineage. 

The issue of taxes, as we shall see, was an important one. Toni Huber 

studied the problem in depth. He writes: 

Importantly, the new Tibetan Dzongpons who began administering 

Pemakö during the 1930s were demanding increasingly higher levels 

of taxes in kind and corvée labour from the Pemakö Memba and their 

non-Tibetan neighbours. During 1937-8, parties of these oppressed 

Membas began appearing in Sadiya as refugees, as well as reports to 

British Political Officers stationed there of Tibetan tax collection far 

down the Siang to Riga and Karko, about 60-70 km due south of the 

McMahon Line. Additionally, a Tibetan document dated 1931 was 

obtained by the British and confirmed oral reports that the Shimong 

and Karko areas had obtained assistance from Pemakö forces to 

defend themselves against other Adi groups in the long-running 'Pangi 

War' (1926-36), a conflict which had drawn in many Adi communities 

along the Siang. The price for this war assistance was possibly the 

basis for the Tibetan-led collection tours, with armed Pemakö Memba 

and Khamba escorts, coming down as far as Karko virtually every 

winter season. 



It is around this time, that the Government of India under the impulsion of 

Sir Olaf Caroe started to show interest in the Red Line. 

As in Tawang area, the status quo was not acceptable any more for the 

British Empire. The danger was coming from Nationalist China, trying to 

return to Tibet with the appointment of the new Commissioner 

(Representative) in Lhasa. 

Apart from the occasional Missions, Expeditions or Promenades by the 

Political Officers or their subalterns, the entire north-eastern area was then 

‘unadministred’. For London and Delhi, this could not continue. 

Ludlow and Sheriff had travelled to the area in 1933, 1934 and 1936. The 

account of their trip appeared in the Himalayan Journal. In Ludlow’s words:  

This journey was the third we had undertaken in the eastern Himalaya 

in search of natural history specimens. In 1933 Mr. G. Sherriff and I 

collected in western and central Bhutan; in 1934 we worked eastern 

Bhutan and the Tibetan province of Monyul; in 1936 we decided to 

continue eastwards and work the upper basin of the Subansiri.103 

These three journeys formed part of a general plan, which we 

conceived some years ago, of working the Himalayan range, 

botanically and ornithologically, from the western frontier of Bhutan to 

the bend of the Tsangpo. There remains a fourth journey which we 

hope to complete in 1938. 

It is during this tour of Southern Tibet, that they got the most alarming 

news. Their objective was to survey the sources of the Subansiri and Siyom. 

The two botanists’ also collected general intelligence on the areas visited. It 

is interesting to mention that their tour was nearly cancelled. Ludlow says: 

“Although plant-hunting was not the only item on our agenda, it was, 

perhaps, the most important; and we realized that if Kingdon-Ward had 

made the upper Subansiri the centre of his activities, there was little hope of 

new discoveries. We therefore wrote explaining the situation to him. Back 



came a reply by return air-mail giving his itinerary and recommending areas 

likely to yield profitable results. He emphasized the hurried nature of his 

visit, the richness of the flora, and ended up by assuring us that he had not 

collected a tithe of the wonderful plants that grew. It was a generous and 

comforting letter, and it sent us on our way rejoicing.”  

 
(map of Ludlow’s and Sheriff’s expeditions) 

The botanists cum explorers cum officers of the Raj were again on the road 

to serve the British Empire. 

In August 1938, George Sheriff sent a detailed report to the Political Officer 

in Sikkim104: 

We have not been to Pemakö and in fact had no passport to go there. 

When we asked the Tsela Dzongpon if we could go, he said they would 

rather we did not, and so we have not visited the Province. But we 

have heard a good deal about the place. From hearsay, I gather the 

position is roughly this. There is very great discontent there. The 

population is 75% Bhutanese [Membas], the reminder being Khampas 



and people from Poyul. For a while they had no one over them, then 

the Dronyer Depa from Bhutan, who was in Lhasa, sent two of his 

servants, who acted as kind of Dzonpons. After two or three years of 

this, the Depa called these men back as he was afraid of His Highness 

of Bhutan, should the latter hear of his action. The Pemakö people 

have asked for a man to act Dzonpon from Bhutan, but this has been 

refused. They say that the Tibetan Government were aware of their 

wishes and that time said there was no objection to Bhutan ruling the 

country and taking taxes, as the inhabitants were Bhutanese and the 

country originally Lopa property. In the meantime the Sera Monastery 

had sent a man (that was seven years ago) and the country still 

remains under Sera. Under Sera the population is extremely unhappy. 

About three years ago a number of Bhutanese from Pemakö came to 

Bhutan. Others had come to see the country, intending to wind up 

their affairs in Pemakö later and come to settle. When these later 

returned to Pemakö they were beaten, imprisoned and a bond taken 

that they would never leave Pemakö. Orders from the Sera Dzongpon 

were given that, should any one try to escape, their relations would be 

killed and imprisoned, while the Mishmi tribes have been impressed 

that no Pemakö people are to be allowed to pass through India. So 

that now, no one can leave Pemakö... I have the idea that HH of 

Bhutan was anxious that these people should not come to Bhutan. But 

I am told so, and I can’t see why he should object. There is ample 

room in Bhutan, and the more people who settle there the more 

benefit for HH. 

Once again, it shows the complex ethnic diversity in Pemakö and the political 

importance of the Sera Monastery in the region.  



By May 1940, J.P. Mills, then Secretary to the Governor of Assam also 

reported about the situation, but this time about the happenings south of 

the McMahon Line. 

He wrote to the Secretary of the Government of India in External Affairs 

Department, about the activities of Tibetan tax collectors in upper Siang.  

Mills had realized that Pemakö was technically under the Tibetan official 

stationed at Chimdro, who in turn was under the Governor at Chamdo.  

The Secretary to the Governor of Assam writes: 

to the south of Pemakö is the Memba country ...This area is under the 

control of the Tsera [i.e. Sera] monastery near Lhasa. A monk, by 

name Lobsang Tenzing comes down each cold weather [winter] and 

makes his headquarters in Mito [i.e. Metog] Dzong... Every other year 

he goes down to the Abor country as far as Karko and Shimong with 

an armed escort, nominally to trade. The years he does not himself go 

down he sends armed Membas [under his agent Pema Jasa]... In 

March 1939, a Memba, by name Pema Jasa, came down the Siang as 

far as the Abor village of Bomdo and levied as tribute half of 

everything the people had in the way of cattle, other livestock, grain 

and even fish caught, from the 13 Memba villages from Yortong to 

Kopu on either side of the McMahon Line. If anyone refused to pay his 

children were taken away as slaves... Pema Jasa sent an envoy to 

Karko to find out whether, in view of the Political Officer's visit in 

March 1939, the people of Karko were going to refuse to pay their 

usual tribute. They said the envoy told them that if they did so they 

would bring down an armed force of several hundred men. Karko in 

fear paid a mithun on the spot and signified that they would pay 

tribute as usual. 

The business of tax collection described by J.P. Mills went on thus till India’s 

Independence. Mills remarked that the Tibetans "...send down what they are 



pleased to call 'tax collectors’, [but] who are really just bandits... it was our 

business to stop these marauders.” 

Soon, the Government of Assam realized that the annual tours of the 

Assistant Political Officers were not only a huge burden on the State 

exchequer, but also useless to stop the Tibetan tax collectors who would 

come back as soon as the British party would leave for the plains; in any 

case they would happily return again during the next winter season. 

The only solution was to create permanent posts and occupy the areas south 

of the McMahon Line. Easier said than done! 

J.P. Mill's report to Government of India on Upper Siang pointed to the 

problem that Richardson would mention a few years later: Lhasa had no 

control over the local officials who had no idea or no interest in the 1914 

Agreement between Tibet and British India. The policy-makers in Delhi and 

London were not ready to listen or even try to understand, tough J.P. Mills 

had explained: 

The Tibetan Government have no clear idea as to the position of the 

McMahon Line and the International Frontier and leave matters 

concerning the collection of revenues and tribute to a great extent in 

the hands of local officials. The local tribes and local officials are 

probably hardly aware that an international boundary exists at all and 

regard Tibetan or British territory as extending as far as their 

respective power extends. 

Though the Lhasa Government was perfectly aware of the 1914 Agreement, 

as Richardson said, the Kashag and other senior officials played for time to 

retain a rather convenient statu quo during the ‘Minority’. 

Huber in his above-quoted study mentions another important issue: the 

corrupt system of the Tibetan administration outside Lhasa.  

One cultural point not to be overlooked here is the nature of the local 

Tibetan administrative system in such frontier zones and the type of 



conduct it could encourage among Tibetan agents stationed there. 

Local representatives of the Ganden Phodrang, or of private and 

monastic estates, were normally given a three-year term of service in 

an outlaying Dzong, or administrative post. They had a free hand to 

run affairs locally, provided they regularly delivered the customary tax 

take to the appointed offices of the Ganden Phodrang, their monastery 

or estate lord. Yet, obtaining such administrative positions in the first 

place often required substantial investment in terms of political 

'presents', expensive participation in large public rituals and 

ceremonies staged by the state in Lhasa, and so on.  

We shall come back on this important issue later in our narration. 

 

The situation before India’s independence 

The lack of control of the Tibetan Central Government or Ganden Phodrang 

outside Lhasa would create a serious problem for the Governments of Assam 

and India. 

On April 30, 1945, the Political Officer of Sadiya Frontier Tract wrote a memo 

to the Adviser to the Governor of Assam about the Tibetan incursions south 

of the McMahon Line. He forwarded the report of his colleague, the Assistant 

Political Officer (APO) in Pasighat. The Political Officer told Shillong in no 

uncertain terms: “I entirely approve of the APO’s action in this matter. The 

post at Shimong will not withdraw until after the Tibetans have left. They 

cannot remain for a very long period however, as if there is a flood the 

Shimon-Koku bridge may be carried away, and the platoon will be cut off.”  

Here are some of the points made by the APO in his report dated April 27, 

1945. 

 On April 26, 1945, an urgent report was received from the officer 

commanding, Simong outpost [on the Siang river]. 



 17 Menbas arrived at Gette on April 20, 1945, and reached Simong 

on April 21, 1945. 

 According to orders and instructions given him by me when in 

Shimong, the Officer Commanding took the names and villages of 

the party and also searched their loads and took down particulars of 

articles etc. that had been brought. 

 The Membas names and villages and their amount of goods are 

contained in the separate statement sent herewith. 

 As the post was due to return to Koku on or about the 29th and as 

the Officer Commanding was anxious for orders before that date, I 

had to send up instructions to him based on orders received from 

Mr. Williams before actually contacting you. As it is he will not 

receive these till the 29th evening. 

 My instructions to the Officer commanding were as follows:  

1. The Membas should be allowed to sell their salt and other 

articles in Simong. 

2. The Gams were to be told not to give ‘TE’ [Tribute] and the 

Membas told not to take it. 

3. The port or 2 sections and the O/C [Officer Commanding] 

should remains in Simong until the May 2, by which date 

the Membas were to be made to return north. 

4. The loads taken north by the Menbas were to be re-

examined and an account sent to me. 

5. No Menbas were to be allowed to go down below Simong. 

6. The Officer Commanding should see that the Menbas pay 

in salt for the carriage of their loads. 

 Reports from my interpreter in SIMONG all show that this year 

Simong will not give ‘TE’. The fact of their all coming down to 



Pasighat this year has shown them that they do not have to rely on 

Menba salt any more. 

 One of the Gams of Simong brought the O/C’s report down himself, 

a thing that would never have happed a year ago. From cross 

examining him, there is I think little doubt that as long as the post 

remains until the Menbas start north, there is no fear of Simong 

voluntarily giving ‘TE’. 

 Beyond warning the Menbas not to take more ‘TE’ from the 

northern villages, there can be no further check on them once they 

have started north. 

It meant that the British Administration had no control over the entire area 

of the Upper Siang, up to the McMahon Line. The APO continued by 

enumerating the names of the members of the Tibetan party, their villages, 

goat-loads of salt, the quantity of wool, swords, nambui (woolen length of 

cloth with a hole in the middle through which one head goes), kapung 

(bracelets) and even the yak tails he had brought. Everything was 

meticulously listed, and kept till the time the party departs for Tibet.  

The APO indicated that the leader of the Tibetan party was one Pema Jaso 

who had already come down to Gette earlier that year. 

The British officer also noted the name of the two interpreters (Padu Peyang 

of Jido and Nyikko Osik of Ngamying). Both Jido and Ngamying were from 

the Indian side of the Red Line. 

Finally, the APO informed his Political Officer that certain articles had not 

been included in the list of goods brought by the Tibetans as “they have 

obviously picked up by trade coming down the valley”. 

The bi-yearly report on the Assam Tribal Areas for the second half of April 

1945 states: “A Party of Membas from the Upper Siang came down to 

Simong to trade and collect tribute. They were prevented from proceeding 

further downstream and the local Abors were ordered not to give tribute free 



or portage. These orders were readily obeyed as parties of Upper Siang 

Abors have visited Pasighat the first time this season and the villages now 

realize that they are no longer dependant on Tibetan salt. The post at 

Simong will be withdrawn as soon as Membas turn north again early in May. 

The other posts in the Siang Valley will be manned throughout the rains.” 

After the British government received a petition of the Tibetan ‘tax 

collectors’, London and Shillong had to react. 

 

A similar scenario in 1946 

The same scenario was to occur the following year. 

On March 2, 1946, R.W. Godfrey, the Secretary of the Governor of Assam 

wrote to the Foreign Secretary in Delhi about the Tibetan agents collecting 

taxes in the Siang valley. He asserted: 

The Tibetan authorities again showing increased interest in the Siang 

Valley area. 

On January 16th Tibetan traders arrived at Pasighat from Ngasan, an 

unmarked village reported to be situated between Podung and Januyr 

on the right bank of the Tsangpo below Yortong. Their object was 

evidently to ascertain whether the route through the Abor country is 

now safe for trade. They reported that an official from Sera monastery 

intended to come down as far as Simong to ascertain why the Abors 

are no longer paying taxes as they used to. 

As we shall see, Sera monastery was very much involved in the question of 

taxation. The letter continues: 

It is probable that the official who sent the message is the Dzongpon 

of Doshong Dzong the present administrative headquarters of the 

Pemakö district, who crosses Doshong La every year at the end of the 

monsoon and spends the winter at Meto [Metok], on the left bank of 

the Tsangpo above Yortong. The message from the Tibetan official was 



brought by men from Jido and villages above Jido, where Tibetan 

influence is still paramount. 

The APO was already on his way to Karko. He was immediately instructed to 

treat the Tibetan official “with every courtesy and to explain the position 

firmly and politely”. 

Godfrey gave an explanation about the recrudescence of Tibetan activities in 

the area. The reason was already contained in Mills’ report of 1940: “the 

Sera monastery was desirous of taking over the tax collecting area formerly 

under the control of the extinct kingdom of Pemakö”. 

The ‘message’ of the Sera representative to the PO in Sadya about the 

recurring incidents was sent from Ter Dzong105 Khang (the official’s 

headquarters)106. The Ter Dzong uses a high honorific language familiar to 

the Tibetan functionaries. It starts thus: “to the highly honoured and most 

learned representative of the British Government at Karko. It is hoped by us 

that your honour is in good health and good spirits. The writer of this letter 

is also keeping good health.” 

Then comes the crux of the matter:  

I have reported to my authorities in Lhasa that the British 

representative at Karko has stopped my officers collecting taxes, and 

[that] officials, need not carry the belongings of touring officials, that 

they need not provide fuel and water for the officials, not perform for 

them any of the services which is usual to render. 

I have also stated that the British representative, on the other hand, 

doing his best to encourage trade. 

The Ter Dzong then pretends that he has received an answer to his appeal in 

Lhasa. It is however not clear to whom the Tibetan official had addressed his 

letter in the Tibetan Government; it was probably to the authorities of the 

Sera monastery who in turn may have referred the issue to the Foreign 



Bureau (or the Kashag), though as we shall see Sera was not on good terms 

with the Tibetan authorities. 

The Tibetan Government answer, in pure Tibetan style, was vague: 

The Tibetan and British Governments are very friendly and their 

friendly relations must not be spoiled by the actions of lowly place 

officials. 

The Tibetan note was quite insulting for the APO, who had followed the letter 

and spirit his superior’s orders; he had hardly acted on his own. His 

instructions came from the PO in Sadya who in turn reported and received 

orders from Shillong. The Tibetan letter continues: “Differences must be 

settled amicably. I have been told to endeavour to secure the rights which 

we formerly enjoyed with regard to the collection of taxes, etc. and that I 

must not neglect the orders which I have received.” 

Cryptically, the missive ends by: “I am to expect further development”.  

The Political Officer of the Sadiya Frontier Tract, B.H. Routledge answered on 

January 26, 1946. He reiterates the British position about the 1914 

agreement and the McMahon Line: 

I write to state that in accordance with the agreement concluded 

between the Governments of Tibet and India the territory lying to the 

south of the confluence of the Wugong River with the Tsangpo River is 

a British Control area107. Therefore it cannot be agreed that the 

inhabitants of the area should pay any taxes or tribute to any Tibetan 

Authority, or that they should perform any services for touring Tibetan 

Officials. 

Should the Ter Dzong wish to make any claim to a right to collect 

taxes or enjoy and services, he should address his Government on the 

subject. His Government would then address the Government of India. 

Pending the receipt of clear instructions, after these two friendly 



Governments have consulted each other, no taxes may be collected 

within the British Control area. 

The PO further informs the Tibetan official that the APO in Pasighat was on 

his way to visit Karko: “He will be pleased to give you any information which 

you may desire.” 

And of course, he returned the good wishes of the Tibetan Ter Dzong: “It is 

hoped that you will continue to enjoy the best of health”. 

A month earlier (December 7, 1945), the Political Officer in Sikkim then in 

Lhasa to negotiate an agreement with the Tibetan government on the Indo-

Tibet border brought to the notice of the Adviser to the Governor of Assam, 

Shillong, the issue of taxes collected by the Tibetan Agents in the Siang 

Valley. 

Hopkinson informed the Government of Assam that on November 28, 1945, 

the Tibetan Foreign Bureau had showed him a petition received from the 

representatives of the Sera Che College in Pemakö. It is probably the letter 

message mentioned in the Ter Dzong’s message to the APO: 

We sent our men to LONAG (annual tax) to collect the annual 

Government dues of 1500 tankas as usual, but on their arrival at 

Kahko [Karko] and She-Mok [Simong] areas they found a new two 

storeyed house and a godown built by the British at the above two 

places. From their report, we learnt that our men were arrested by the 

British troops during the execution of their duties and their provisions 

were confiscated. They were released after an imprisonment of fifteen 

days on an order stated to have been received from an officer, a 

Sahib, and their provisions were returned to them. On release these 

men were warned to the effect that they should never come to the 

above mentioned places to collect dues in future as these areas have 

been given to the British by the Tibetan Government and that they will 



be dealt with severely if they are caught again. Would you please let 

us know whether it is true. 

At that time, the PO was unaware of the incident: “I have not been able to 

identify anything in the reports available here corresponding to the Tibetan 

account here given. Can you throw any light on the report?” 

The same day, Hopkinson wrote to Delhi to say: “The report is vague, in 

particular as to date. But I do not want at present to appear to take serious 

notice of it, by formal enquires. The case was slipped across “in a curious 

left handed sort of a way by the Foreign Secretary”108. Hopkinson further 

informs Shillong: 

The Tibetan letter of April regarding McMahon area has now remained 

unnoticed for nearly eight months. From the manner this 

communication was produced, and the circumstances, it seems 

possible that this communication was a ‘try-on’, to draw me on the 

subject matter of that letter. 

The PO noted that he had an outstandingly cordial reception at Sera the next 

day. This was Tibetan politics. 

On January 26, 1946, R.W. Godfrey, Secretary to the Governor of Assam 

wrote to the Foreign Office in Delhi. He stated that “the petition from the 

Sera Chhe College appears to contain a garbled account of the incident 

mentioned in paragraph of our fortnightly report for the second half of April 

1945. The She-Mok in the petition is the big Abor village of Simong, easy of 

Karko outpost.” 

He enclosed the detailed report submitted by the PO, Sadiya Frontier Tract 

which states: 

The Membas actually arrived at Simong some 18 in number on 21st 

April 1945. This party was the self-styled ‘Tax collecting party’; 

subsequently further 26 arrived on 29th April, these were traders only. 

All of them left on the 1st May 1945 under the instructions of the 



Officer Commanding who had received orders from me. They therefore 

could not have been imprisoned for 15 days, nor actually were they 

imprisoned at all. On their arrival their goods were merely checked 

and they were allowed to proceed [to] Simong, but warned not to take 

tax, although they were told that there was no objection to honest 

trade. 

On their departure, (which had to be May 1st owing to the fact that the 

post was being withdrawn), their goods were further checked. It was 

found that they could not account by trade for the following articles 

which in the end they stated that they had got from the Gobuk and 

Simong Councils. As there was strong suspicion that this was an 

attempt to take tax, these articles were confiscated. 

And of course, there were no two-storey house and go-down. The APO said: 

“In fact our temporary out post was placed at Simong for the express 

purpose of preventing Membas from taking ‘TE’”.  

P.L.S. James, the APO adds and this probably provoked the reaction of 

Richardson mentioned earlier:  

In my personal opinion this complaint from the Tibetan Foreign Bureau 

should have been forestalled a long time ago, if only the Government 

of India had informed the Lhasa Government definitively as to its claim 

to the country up to the border at Geling  

James was probably not in the position to appreciate the functioning of the 

Tibetan Government. As Hopkinson said, not only was the issue “slipped 

across in a curious left handed sort of a way”, but the Sera monastery was 

not in the good books of the Kashag at that time.  

James comments on the recent events.  

It seems incredible to me that after 3 ½ year of spreading propaganda 

up the valley regarding our border, and in one case even meeting a 

tax collecting party and informing them as per governments orders, 



that now the Lhasa Government should be inquiring into the complaint 

in which the very first words are “we sent out men to Lo-nak to collect 

the annual government dues (‘not monastic’) of 1500 tankas as usual. 

It may be noted here that Karko and Simong (She-Mok) areas are at 

least 70 to 80 miles by path our side of the frontier. 

The APO further expressed his exasperation: “The Membas had already 

collected ‘Te’ from all the villages north of Siong on the left and Ramsing on 

the right bank of the Siang up to the border.”  

He also noted that he was surprised that the Membas had got as far as Gette 

and Bomdo in January 1945, but did not continue down to Simong and 

Karko and on the contrary hasted back “apparently on hearing of my 

imminent arrival, only to come all the way down again in April by which time 

I had returned to Pasighat.” 

It was probably clear to everybody that the time had come to have a 

permanent post in Simong. 

A Note of North-East Frontier: Tibetan tax collection in the Siang Valley seen 

by the Secretary of State on March 14, 1946 mentions:  

The present papers [file] are concerned with a petition from the 

representatives of the Sera Chhe [Che] College in the region known as 

Pemakö. The petition is moderately phrased, but contains various 

allegations against the Assam Rifles garrison at Karko, the forward 

base in the Siang. The Tibetan Foreign Office showed this to Mr. 

Hopkinson and allowed him to take a copy. 

The report from the local political authorities shows that the 

Commander of the garrison (presumably an N.C.O.) was informed of 

the arrival of tax collectors at a nearby village, and very probably 

detained them until orders could be received from the Assistant 

Political Officer, Pasighat. He also had their belongings searched. 

These steps were not unnaturally misinterpreted as implying arrest 



and confiscation. Ultimately the party was released without loss or 

damage, being warned not to collect taxes in British territory. The 

nearest village to the post signified its intention of making no 

payments. 

Hopkinson was then in Lhasa trying to get the confirmation of the McMahon 

Line. The note says 

[Hopkinson] thinks that the action of the [Tibetan] Foreign Office was 

motivated by a desire to draw him on the subject of the Tibetan 

protest on the McMahon line operations which was received in April 

1945 (he had not at the date of writing yet opened discussions on this 

matter). He does not wish to appear to take serious notice of the 

petition. 

It seems unlikely that anything more will be heard of this matter at 

Lhasa, as the Sera Chhe College is at present in the bad books of the 

Tibetan Government owing to the misdemeanours of its late Abbot. It 

is interesting to note that Mr. Hopkinson had an outstandingly cordial 

reception at Sera. 

It is necessary to stop for a moment in our narration to see the ‘climate’ in 

Lhasa around that time and the tricky issue of ‘taxation’. 

 

The Lhundrup case 

In the autumn of 1944, a group of nine to ten monks from the Che and 

Ngagpa Colleges of Sera monastery, went to Lhundrup Dzong, north of 

Lhasa in Phembo district, to collect some interest on earlier loans. However 

before they arrived, a group of local farmers petitioned the Dzongpon109 and 

told him that this particular year, they were unable to pay the interest.  

In 1944, the Kashag110 had exempted farmers on the principal of the loan 

and in some cases, also exempted interest on old loans. The Kashag 

requested to fix decent annual repayments on loans contracted within the 



last ten years. It became illegal to seize land, houses, wealth, or domestic 

animals from debtors in lieu of interest due. 

In his Declaration of Independence in 1911, the 13th Dalai Lama already 

stated the Government’s policy: 

The Tibetan government's civil and military officials, when collecting 

taxes or dealing with their subject citizens, should carry out their 

duties with fair and honest judgment so as to benefit the government 

without hurting the interests of the subject citizens. Some of the 

central government officials posted at Ngari Korsum in western Tibet, 

and Do Kham in eastern Tibet, are coercing their subject citizens to 

purchase commercial goods at high prices and have imposed 

transportation rights exceeding the limit permitted by the government. 

Houses, properties and lands belonging to subject citizens have been 

confiscated on the pretext of minor breaches of the law. Furthermore, 

the amputation of citizens' limbs has been carried out as a form of 

punishment. Henceforth, such severe punishments are forbidden. 

The Dalai Lama had promised that it should not happen again. 

In 1944, Lhundrup Dzong peasants asked the Dzongpon to examine their old 

loans and adjust their repayment; their request was eventually forwarded to 

the Kashag for final decision. In the meantime, the Dzongpon informed the 

farmers that they did not have to immediately repay the loans. 

During the autumn, when the monks came to Lhundrup to collect their 

‘dues’, the Kashag’s decision had not yet been taken, the Dzongpon 

accordingly told them about the situation and requested them not to use 

force to collect taxes before the government had taken a decision. 

The monks went back to Lhasa and complained to Ngawang Gyatso, the 

abbot of Sera Che111,  who instructed the monks to appeal again to the 

Dzongpon and if he refused to help to “do whatever had to be done to collect 

the loans”.  



The Sera monks went again to the Dzonpon who refused to be bullied. As a 

result he was beaten by the monks; a few days later, he unfortunately died. 

Here is Shakabpa’s version of facts; he was then one of the members 

responsible for the enquiry ordered by the Kashag: 

For years, grain had been lent to Tibetan subjects on interest by the 

government, by landholding monasteries, and by wealthy individuals. 

Though the interest rate was low, there had been instances where the 

subjects failed to pay on schedule and, in time, these unpaid interests 

increased considerably. The poor debtors suffered a great deal. The 

government at Lhasa issued orders in 1944 which freed the heavily 

pressed subjects from paying the interest arrears that had piled up 

over the years. The subjects of the district of Lhundup Dzong in 

Phanpo, hearing of the government's order prohibiting the collection of 

interest arrears from hard-pressed subjects, determinedly refused to 

pay interest due to the landholdings of the Sera Che and Ngagpa 

colleges of the Sera monastery, which had lent grain to the subjects of 

Lhundup Dzong. The subjects were supported by the District Officer 

(Dzongpon) in their refusal to pay the interest arrears. A quarrel 

ensued between the District Officer and the interest-collectors of the 

Sera Che and Ngagpa colleges, which resulted in the District Officer 

being severely beaten by the collectors. The officer subsequently died 

as a result of the injuries sustained in the beating. The government 

appointed an investigative committee to look into the dispute. The 

members of the committee demanded that the Sera Che and Ngagpa 

colleges hand over the guilty persons to the government. The colleges 

defiantly refused to hand over the culprits. The monks of the colleges 

staged a protest by not attending the first two days of the Monlam 

festival in 1945. 



It was not the first time (and also not the last) that monks were ready to 

take arms against the Government. Shakabpa remembers: 

The situation went from bad to worse. The government 

representatives finally forced their way into the Sera Che and Ngagpa 

colleges and arrested those who had been responsible for the death of 

the District Officer. The abbots of the colleges were demoted and new 

ones installed. 

But the bitterness caused by the incident continued to obscure the relations 

between the Lhasa Government and the monastery of Sera, particularly Sera 

Che College. 

One can understand that in these circumstances, the monks of Sera Che 

collecting taxes in Pemakö and in the Upper Siang Valley were not the first 

priority with the Lhasa Government, especially when it could harm the 

harmonious relations with Great Britain.  

It explains that, according to Richardson, the Ter Dzong’s complaint about 

the British Assistant Political Officer was “slipped across in a curious left 

handed sort of a way” by Surkhang of the Foreign Bureau. Lhasa was not 

ready to defend the private interests of Sera monastery. 

The situation continued to deteriorate between the Kashag and the Sera Che 

College during the following years. 

Apparently, the Abbot managed to escape to Kham. There was a further 

political angle to the rebellion of Sera Che as the monks supported Reting 

Rinpoche against the ruling Regent Taktra. The Finance Secretary Shakabpa 

says: 

In the same year, the Sera Che college, to which the ex-Regent, 

Rating, belonged, invited him to preside over the opening ceremonies 

of an old temple that had been repaired. About this time, a rumor 

circulated in the city of Lhasa that the Regent Taktra was going to 

resign and that the ex-Regent would resume the regency. This rumor 



caused some excitement and speculation among the people of Lhasa. 

It appeared that there had been an earlier understanding between 

Rating and Taktra to share the regency in alternation; the latter was to 

resign on grounds of old age and the former to resume the office for a 

second time. The understanding led, however, to a strained 

relationship between the two and the reigning Regent refused to bow 

out from the powerful office. The Sera Che and Ngagpa colleges affair 

and now the struggle for the regency cast a dark shadow of mystery, 

fear, and intrigue over the land. 

It is probably why, without the support of the Tibetan government, the wild 

tax collectors of Pemakö had to withdraw to their side of the McMahon in 

1945, 1946 and 1947. 

In 1947 during the upheavals following the arrest (and murder?) of the ex-

Regent Reting Rinpoche, the monks of Sera Che College fought pitched 

battles with the government troops. 

One informant told us that there were complaints that some of the weapons 

sent by the Government of India for the use of the Tibetan Army had found 

their way into the monasteries and used against the government. We have 

not been able to confirm this information, though another informant told us 

that it could not have happened on a large scale. 

 

The End of the Incursions  

The epilogue of the 1946 incursions was the letter quoted earlier, from 

Hopkinson to Major G.C.L. Crichton, the Joint Secretary to the Government 

of India in the External Affairs Department in Delhi in April 1946. 

In the meantime, P.L.S. James called the Tibetan Deba for a frank 

discussion. They met half-way between Simong and the McMahon line, 

between the villages of Pango and Miging on February 14, 1946. 



The APO had requested the Tibetan representative to meet him at Sigong 

with 30 men only to which the former agreed.  

First the ‘truculent’ Tibetan said that he had orders from Lhasa to collect 

taxes and he was going to do it. He also informed the APO that he had 

already collected taxes from Geling and Pango on the Indian side of the 

McMahon Line. James writes:  

[The Deba] had with him very nearly 300 men mostly from the Tompo 

area all armed with swords and quite a few with Tibetan spike guns. 

He obviously was out to impress by force. I had with me only 1 section 

and had also sent a word to him to that effect. 

James repeated that all the villages and land on either bank of the Siang 

south of Nugong river were British territory and nobody could not take taxes 

from these areas. 

After a long argument, Tashi Dhondup, the Tibetan official agreed to not 

proceed beyond Pango and stop collecting taxes further south. James 

justifies: “My orders are to avoid a clash and thus I did not press for the 

return of the taxes already taken. I however stated that I would report the 

fact at ONCE. By this time his tone had changed a lot and before exchange 

of the two enclosed chits he became quite friendly and even placatory”. 

Finally Tashi Dhondup returned back to Tibet, apparently without collecting 

taxes from the villages on the other side of the river. 

In May 21, 1946, Hopkinson, the PO in Sikkim forwarded a letter from the 

Head of the British Mission in Lhasa to Delhi with which he said that agreed. 

He writes: “…it seems to me that the best thing, in the circumstances is for 

the Assam authorities to establish the proposed post as soon as possible, we 

can then tell the Tibetan authorities that we have at last done so and hint to 

them that it would be wise to keep their own people out of mischief in their 

own interest”. 



The letter of Richardson quoted by Hopkinson is interesting because once 

again it explains the mindset of the Tibetan Government and their way of 

functioning. Richardson suggests: 

One can readily sympathise with desire of Officers in Assam Tribal 

Areas to have their troubles cut short by representation at Lhasa. If I 

thought such representations had the faintest hope of success I would 

gladly make them. But I am convinced that the action most likely to 

weigh with the Tibetan Government is that which political Officers in 

the Tribal areas are taking on the spot, with considerable success. 

The behavior of Tibetan officials in outlying districts is largely of the 

own choice; and although the Ter Dzong may have been acting on 

instructions from higher up it must also be remembered that the taxes 

he collected are the recoupment of his expenditure in securing his 

post.  

The ‘recoupment of expenditure’ is a telling explanation on the state of 

affairs in the Tibetan borders. Heather Stroddart mentions in her studies on 

Amdo Gedun Chhompel that the minister Kapshopa had purchased his seat 

in the Kashag and that he had to ‘recoup’ his investment. One can imagine 

that the situation was much worse in the border areas. Richardson explains 

the Tibetan modus operandi: 

The situation in general is that our position has been stated to the 

Tibetan Government in our aide-memoire, to which there has been no 

reaction yet. It is in our interest that the Tibetan Government should 

not jib at any part of the 1914 treaty; and if they can be induced to 

take up the offer of an adjustment of the frontier contained in the 

aide-memoire we shall be firm on the ground. I think that [this] can 

only be done by gradual persuasion of influential people in informal 

talks, and I am making a start in that direction. If we follow the line 

which Tibetan Government are pursuing and make periodic protests 



about affairs in the Tribal areas, we may well provide more material 

for the Chinese in their efforts to cause bad blood between ourselves 

and the Tibetans, and to undermine the 1914 treaty. 

It is better that the Tibetans should recognize our strength in the 

McMahon areas by being driven to protest, to that we should admit 

their influence in those areas we should avoid formal reference to 

Tibetan sections in the Tribal areas and should ask that the local 

officers may continue their present patient but firm and unheated 

treatment of intruding Tibetan officials. 

The British Head of the Lhasa Mission concludes: 

I agree that the first thing to be done is to establish an outpost up the 

Siang Valley …and tell them that this has been necessary because their 

local officials have been intruding south of the frontier with armed 

forces, and collecting taxes from our subjects.  

On July 1946, the Foreign Secretary informed the Secretary to the Governor 

of Assam: “Government of India have further considered the matter in 

consultation with the Political Officer in Sikkim and British Mission in Lhasa 

and have come to the conclusion that protest to Tibetan Government against 

incursions by their officials into British territory would be ineffective. 

Although they may in some cases be acting on instructions from Lhasa, 

behavour of Tibetan officials in outlying districts is largely their own choice”. 

The Foreign Secretary concludes: “At the same time, the [Government of 

India] consider it important that early steps should be taken to establish an 

outpost higher up the Siang Valley and trust that proposal/promised …will be 

expedited. This move more than any number if protest would emphasize 

Government of India’s intention of keeping out intruders and Tibetan 

government will in normal course be informed of action taken.” 

That was it for 1946.  

It started all over again the next year. 



The Secretary of the Governor of Assam wrote to the Foreign Secretary on 

March 4, 1947, that the APO had met a Tibetan official at Tuting on February 

27, ‘a very obstinate and difficult person’ who shown some ‘undated’ 

documents containing ‘orders from Lhasa Government ordering him to 

collect taxes down the line of Simong and Karko’. The Tibetan official even 

questioned the authority of the British officer to try to stop him. 

This time, according to the Subadar Commanding the post at Karko, the 

Tibetan officials were accompanied by 1000 armed men and who were 

waiting just north of the McMahon Line. 

The APO decided to stop the Deba at the Tuting-Jido bridge, 15 miles north 

of Pang. It was an ideal defensive position on both banks of the river. 

Interestingly the villages appealed to the APO that if the Tibetans managed 

to reach their villages, starvation would be inevitable during the next 

season. 

On March 7, the APO cabled Shillong who informed Delhi and Gangtok that 

“after final meeting and exchange of presents, Tibetan official announced his 

intention of returning northwards”. On March 11, a cable confirmed that the 

Tibetans had left Indian territory. 

One interesting aspect was that in January, 1946 when the Tibetan tax 

collectors were spotted just north of the McMahon Line, the Foreign 

Secretary in Delhi sent a cable to the Secretary to the Governor of Assam 

suggesting the use of airplanes to frighten the Tibetans: “You might consider 

exploring with Air Force possibility of making aircraft available in advance of 

impending supply drop to reconnoiter area around and north of Pango 

(taking care not to cross frontier) and report any suspicious movement. If 

aircraft could be kept in touch by wireless with APO, it might be possible to 

concert air demonstration not (repeat not) involving offensive action over 

party at some effective point. Air Headquarters are being informed of this 

suggestion”. 



It was finally not needed as the Tibetans withdrew. 

One of the reasons for their departure was probably the Lhundrup incident; 

they probably did not have any backing in Lhasa. 

The urgent need to establish a permanent post of the Assam Rifles was 

nevertheless obvious to all. 

  



The Case of Gendun Chhompel 

 

It probably all started in Rapga Pandatsang’s house in Kalimpong. 

Rabga belonged to a rich Khampa trader’s family which played an important 

political role in the modern history of Eastern Tibet.  

Rabga was the ‘intellectual’ of the family. He believed in a new Tibet based 

on Dr. Sun Yat-sen’s political ideology. He had even translated some of 

Sun's more important writings into Tibetan. His brainchild was the Tibet 

Improvement Party, a revolutionary Party whose objective was to overthrow 

the Government in Lhasa. 

The scholar Melwyn Goldstein explains112: 

While the attention of the Tibetan elite was focused on the escalating 

enmity between Taktra and Reting113, another political threat 

emerged, in the form of the Tibet Improvement Party.114 Located 

mainly in the Indian border towns of Kalimpong and Darjeeling, this 

group sought not simply a change in regents, but the "liberation of 

Tibet from the existing tyrannical Government" and the revolutionary 

restructuring of the Tibetan government and society. The Tibet 

Improvement Party was founded and led by Pandatsang Rapga, a 

somewhat idealistic Khampa nationalist and intellectual. It included as 

its main members Canglocen Kung, Kumbela, and, less actively, the 

brilliant but dissolute monk, scholar, and rebel Gendun Chhompel115.  

The creation of this political party deeply worried the British Government 

and more particularly H.E. Richardson, the acting Head of the British Mission 

in Lhasa. The British did not want any change in the system and even 

though the Roof of the World badly needed reforms, particularly in the 

taxation system which was, as we have seen, quite unfair for the poorest 

sections of the society, the British far preferred the status quo. 



In Kalimpong, Rapga’s house was the center of discussions on the future of 

Tibet. The scholar Gendun Chhompel was often seen there with other 

Tibetan ‘reformists’ such as Kunpela, Changlochen, the Ladakhi Abdul Wahid 

and even Bapa Puntshog Wangyal, one of the first Communists in Tibet, who 

dropped by when he visited to India. 

We shall concentrate on one of the most brilliant Tibetans of the last 

century, Amdo Gendun Chhompel and his relations with the border issue.  

His life and death symbolised the Tibet of the first half of the twentieth 

century divided between the conservative Buddhist clergy, the aristocratic 

estate ‘owners’ and a handful of brilliant and progressive young Tibetans 

wanting to bring about changes in the Land of Snows. The latter often did 

not know which direction the Tibet of their dreams should take or where to 

start making changes in a static society, but they tried and paid the heavy 

price for trying. 

If one compares Tibet of the forties to India or China or most other Asian 

countries, one sees that Tibet had some good points, which eventually 

turned to its disadvantage.  

Tibet was independent and had not been colonized. Though at certain 

periods of its history, Tibet had been under the vague suzerainty of the 

Mongols or the Manchus, the overlordship had always been, at the most, 

nominal116; Tibet enjoyed a real autonomy and the Tibetans did not know 

the meaning of colonization or imperialism. 

This was a disadvantage to the extent that at a time when Asia was boiling 

with nationalist fervour and neighbouring countries dreamt of independence 

and the end of western dominance, Tibet enjoyed its own world. Tibet had 

nobody to throw out, the Chinese had left Lhasa in 1913 and though a few 

officials had come back after the death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, they 

were eventually sent back in 1949. 



The struggle for freedom had been the main motor for Asian nationalism and 

progress with many nations rediscovering their roots and culture through the 

process. 

In the case of Tibet, a further ‘disadvantage’, was that the colonial powers 

had been more interested in maintaining a status-quo situation and had 

often taken the side of the most conservative elements in society. Although 

some bold officers posted in Lhasa or in Sikkim117 sometime saw the need 

for reforms and changes, they were not supported by their masters in 

London who strictly followed the interests of the Empire which was the 

maintenance of the status quo through the Tibetan ‘establishment’. 

The few brilliant individuals with a great love for their country and the 

energy to bring in changes were frustrated by the attitude of both the 

predominant conservative forces inside Tibet and the British policies of the 

time. The latter’s interests were only to maintain a buffer zone between 

British India and China and eventually open new trade routes. This was a 

logical approach for an Empire to sustain itself and survive.   

It is sad to note that the Tibetan political system was not flexible enough to 

accept inputs other than the traditional ones. Here we certainly have one of 

the main ‘karmic’ knots which would eventually lead to the fall of Tibet. It 

greatly frustrated the Thirteenth Dalai Lama who attempted to bring about 

the necessary changes and save the Land of Snows. 

The life of Gendun Chhompel should be seen in the above context. 

Born near Rekong in Amdo province of Eastern Tibet in 1903; Gendun joined 

a branch of the Labrang Tashikyil118 monastery called Yama Tashikyil when 

he was still very young.  

A few years later he entered another monastery called Ditsa. Having been 

recognised as an incarnate of this monastery, he became known as Alak 

Ditsa119. He would later be known as Ditsa Kambo (Ditsa the Thin).  



When he joined the main Labrang Tashikyil, he was already famous as a 

formidable debater and a great scholar. It is at Labrang that he wrote his 

famous critiques of the Madyamikha, one of the main textbooks of Labrang. 

Though still in his twenties, he was already different from the other monks 

or Geshes120 being remarkable not only for scholarship but for his non-

conformist ways. An example of his non-conformism was when he invented 

matchbox boats that he tested in the lake of the monastery. The authorities 

of the monasteries reprimanded him for indulging in such activities. Later, 

he fabricated flying objects, which are said to be still exhibited in the main 

hall of the Monastery. In Labrang, he left the souvenir of being a sort of 

Tibetan Leonardo da Vinci121, mastering not only Buddhist philosophy but 

also arts, painting, history and whichever subject he touched. 

The legend of Gendun Chhompel was born. Later he went to Drepung 

monastery where he studied under the famous scholar, Geshe Sherab 

Gyaltso122.  

Still in his twenties, Gendun left for India, to become a wandering monk. For 

the next twelve years he visited Aryabhumi, the sacred Land of the Buddha 

as India was known to the Tibetans. He travelled as far as Kashmir and the 

North-western Frontiers (now Pakistan) and as far south as Sri Lanka. 

Wherever he went he studied the people, learned their language and wrote 

about their history. 

In Northern India, he looked for the remnants of the Kingdom of 

Oddiyana,123 where Guru Padmasambhava is supposed to have come before 

leaving for the Land of Snows to convert its inhabitants to the Tantrayana 

form of Buddhism.  

In Sri Lanka, he studied Pali and the Southern Buddhist tradition and wrote 

about the Vinayana rules practised by the Theravedin monks. At that time 

he was wearing the orange robe of the Hinayanist monk. 



He took the opportunity, during his pilgrimages and travels to draw the first 

Tibetan maps of Buddhist pilgrimages in India and he published a book 

which is still used today by Tibetan pilgrims. His fantastic memory, his sense 

of history and his curiosity took him to many holy places of India, in 

particular Benares and Patna, where he began studying Sanskrit, Hindi and 

English. 

His ability to make good maps would ruin his later life, as we shall see. 

He was even offered a teaching post by Rabindranath Tagore at 

Shantiniketan, but like a true monk he loved being on the roads and refused. 

Writing non-stop his political views and the outcome of his historical 

researches, he did not stop to rest or establish himself as a scholar. He 

continued to criss-cross India, most of the time as a mendicant. 

He became friends with the greatest Pandits of his time such as Nicholas 

Roerich, Rahula Sankrityayana; he lived for a few years in Kalimpong. 

In 1938, he went to Tibet with Rahula Sankrityayana and his team in search 

of old lost Sanskrit manuscripts. His scholarship was a great assistance for 

the Indian Pandits who wanted to bring back these old texts which no longer 

existed India but had been preserved in the Tibetan monasteries for over 

one thousand years. The expedition was quite successful and many of their 

discoveries are now kept in the Bihar Museum where, after his return to 

India, Gendun Chhompel worked for some time to index the manuscripts. 

The writings of Gendun Chhompel covered many diverse subjects ranging 

from some chapters of the Bhagavad Gita, the Dhammapada (translated 

from Pali to Tibetan in Sri Lanka and published in Kulu), a translation of 

Shakuntala of Kalidasa, some hymns of the Rig Veda, to a complete 

translation of the Ramayana and the Kamasutra. But Chhompel’s 

masterpiece was ‘The White Annals’ a totally new reinterpretation of the 

early history of Tibet. 



At a time when sectarianism was spreading in Tibet and the different sects 

of Tibetan Buddhism were struggling to prove their superiority, his mind was 

broad enough to study (and translate) the ancient sacred texts of India. He 

even read the Bible and the Koran124. 

All his writings, notes, paintings, sketches were kept in a black box which 

always travelled with him; it is very unfortunate that after his return to 

Lhasa the famous black box containing the most illuminating writings of 

modern Tibet would ‘disappear’ during his trial in Lhasa. After his release, 

the treasures contained in the box could not be traced. 

The disappearance of this black box is the symbol of an old Tibet which could 

not understand radically new ideas and could not accept reforms. The 

writings in the box were the symbol of Gendun Chhompel’s great love for the 

human spirit and for India. 

The true passion of Gendun Chhompel was the history of Tibet and his 

remarkable work opened the way for a new interpretation of the prehistoric 

history of Tibet. In the course of his study he was able to consult the 

manuscripts of Denhuang and decipher the historic pillars in Lhasa on which 

the history of the relations of Tibet and China had been written.  

Another of his revolutionary researches concerns the Tibetan scripts brought 

by Thommi Sambhota in the Seventh Century AD. He could trace their origin 

to a Gupta script of ancient India. 

Many people played an important role in his life, some of whom he met in 

Kalimpong. One of his friends was a missionary from Kinnaur (Himachal 

Pradesh) known as Babu Kunu Tharchin who had started the first Tibetan 

language newspaper called Melong125 in Kalimpong.  

We know about Gendun Chhompel’s views thanks to some articles published 

in Melong, which deal mainly with his life while travelling in Tibet and the 

history of the Tibetan scripts. Apart from these articles, only a few of his 



letters still exist. This explains why very little is known about his travels in 

the Indian subcontinent. 

When in 1945, he decided, against the advice of his friends, to return to 

Tibet to try to bring some changes in the old society; this trip was to mark 

the beginning of his troubles. Lhasa was not ready to acknowledge such a 

‘different’ personality.  

In August 1945, Gendun wrote a letter to Trijang Rinpoche, the Dalai Lama’s 

tutor informing him of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Apparently, his letter 

was widely circulated among Tibetan officials. 

While in Kalimpong he had met other ‘exiled’ Tibetan revolutionaries, 

particularly Rigpa Pandatshang, the leader of a new ‘Improvement Party’126.  

Another of his acquaintances was Baba Phuntsok Wangyal who freely 

expressed his communist leanings and later joined Mao Zedong in Yanan. He 

became one of the first Tibetans to join the Communist party and was for 

some time, Mao’s Tibetan translator127.  

In November or December, Gendun Chhompel left Kalimpong disguised as a 

pilgrim, but instead of taking the normal way via Sikkim and Chumbi Valley, 

he decided to go through India’s North East, visit Tawang and the Land of 

Mon128. Because of his contacts and the road he chose to enter Tibet, he was 

immediately under suspicion of the Lhasa Government (particularly some 

members of the aristocracy) and the British Mission. 

He travelled through Eastern Bhutan to finally reach Tawang where he 

probably visited Urgyenling, the place where the Sixth Dalai Lama 

Tsangyang Gyatso was born. Gendun had already shown a lot of interest in 

this unusual Dalai Lama, in particular in his secret life in Amdo and Mongolia 

after his presumed death at the hands of the Mongols.129 Gendun also 

shared many of the young Sixth Dalai Lama’s loves: poetry, wine and 

women. 



As we have seen in the preceding chapters, Tawang was not only the most 

strategic region of the subcontinent, but the Tibetan Government remained 

ambiguous in their position vis-à-vis the McMahon Line, particularly during 

the visits of Basil Gould and Arthur Hopkinson in Lhasa. 

For Gendun, it was the wrong place to visit, at the wrong time: at that time, 

the Political Officer was in Lhasa, trying to negotiate with the Kashag a 

confirmation of the McMahon Line against some adjustment in Tawang area. 

One understands that in the circumstances, the British were very sensitive 

about any ‘outside visitors’ traveling in the area.  

Gendun was also interested by the existence of chorten karpos ((white 

stupas) which were supposed to have marked the borders of the Tibetan 

empire in the seventh and eighth century. 

Gendun thought that, like the writings on the pillars in Lhasa which he had 

deciphered while he was still in Tibet, some of these chortens had bi-lingual 

inscriptions which could shed some light on the ancient history of Tibet. 

Nothing is known of his stay in Tawang, but he is said to have spent a few 

weeks in Tsona where he spent his time writing.  

Did Chhompel find anything interesting on the history of Tibet in Mon? Did 

he see the famous Gorsam Chorten which was perhaps the Chorten Karpo of 

the ancient legend130? 

This place would become famous many years later when the Fourteenth 

Dalai Lama, entered India at this particular spot while fleeing occupied Tibet. 

Three years after the Dalai Lama’s passage, in 1962, the Chinese Liberation 

Army invaded India through the same route. 

The scholar Heather Stoddard, who wrote a remarkable study of Gendun 

Chhompel, gives another piece of information: 

According to his friend Gaylong at Despor (Assam), he [Gendun] found 

one [chorten], bearing bilingual inscriptions in Tibetan and Indian 

scripts. It indicated that in the north lies Tibet and in the south, India. 



It is said that this chorten later disappeared in the dark rooms of an 

Indian national museum.  

“Legend, entanglement in Gaylong memories, or reality?” questions 

Stoddard. 

During his stay in Mon Tawang, Gendun Chhompel drew a detailed map of 

the area which later became the source of all his problems. 

Again according to Stoddard:  

Apart from chorten karpo and doring [stone pillars], another vestige 

remained of the Tibetan Empire and the occupation of part of the plain 

of northern India. These cities such Udalguri and Jalpaiguri in Assam. 

The suffix element ‘guri’ in their names would be an Indianised form of 

‘gar’ meaning ‘military camp’ in Tibetan. 

Did the scholar draw his map including today’s Arunachal Pradesh, ignoring 

the 1914 Agreement, during his stay in Tawang?  

It would explain why the British were unhappy with him. This is only a 

speculation as we shall see later in our narration. 

It seems that this map had been requested by Rapga Padatshang; it was 

later on passed to the Kuomintang (without the knowledge of Gendun) and it 

was the main ‘unofficial’ charge against him when he was imprisoned in 

Lhasa. 

During his journey back to Tibet, Gendun Chhompel also wrote a detailed 

description of the land and people of Southern Tibet, but unfortunately like 

most of his writings, it was lost or destroyed. 

Gendun Chhompel stayed a month, in Tsona, on the Tibetan side of the 

McMahon Line. It included a retreat of two weeks in a hermitage overlooking 

the Tsona Dzong. He seems that he spent most of his time writing. 

Many Tibetan friends of Gendun Chhompel said later that the Tibetan 

government sent a detachment to Tsona to arrest him. Is it true? We shall 

never know. 



 

The arrest of Gendun Chhompel  

Gendun Chhompel arrived in Lhasa in January 1946, just at the time when 

the British were sending their aide-memoire on the McMahon to the Kashag. 

In his Lhasa letter for the week ending 10th February, 1946, Richardson, the 

Officiating Head of Mission informed the Political Officer in Sikkim: “Gendun 

Chhompel, referred in item No 7 of T.I.R. no 1/46 dated 4th January 1946, is 

in Lhasa at present and is reported to be writing a book, viz. history of Tibet. 

It is also reported that has recently translated a Sanskrit work known as 

‘Dhampada’ into Tibetan.” 

However, we could not access to the above mentioned report131.  

Gendun had reached Lhasa wearing a torn chuba; his old black trunk 

containing all his treasures was still in his possession, in fact, it was his only 

possession. 

One of his few sincere disciples described the scene: “Many scholars and 

many idiots, several high government officials, both lay and monk officials 

were very moved by his presence, they fought to have the honour to invite 

him”  

It was the ‘beginning of his fall’ added the disciple. The same people who 

had been so eager to invite him, pretended not to know him when his 

troubles began. 

In August, the scholar was arrested. In his ‘Lhasa letter for the week ending 

18th August 1946’, Richardson informed Hopkinson: “The National Assembly 

met for two days during the week. It is believed that one of the subjects [of 

the] discussion was Gendun Chhompel and his share in the Kalimpong plot 

against the Tibetan government. It is believed that enough evidence was 

found in the search of his house to call for severe treatment. It is understood 

that little evidence was found against the firm of Baitshang which was also 

suspected.” 



Is this firm related with the Pandatshangs? 

The events which led to his arrest remain unclear, though it was most 

probably linked to his relations with Rigpa Pandatshang and his mapping 

Monyul. 

Goldstein gives his own version in his History of Modern Tibet: 

Many Tibetans believe that Gendun Chhompel erred by sending the 

maps and notes to Rapga through the British-run postal service 

between Gyantse and India, instead of using a personal messenger, 

and then compounded this error by using Rapga's well-known address 

at Reli View. They contend that when British official H. E. Richardson 

(then in Gyantse) saw the address he became suspicious and opened 

the letter, finding the maps and notes indicating ‘Tibetan’ areas. 

Richardson reported the discovery to the Kalimpong police, and plans 

were instituted in India to watch Rapga and his clique closely. 

Richardson, however, recalled no such incident, and the records in the 

British and British Indian archives make no mention of such a letter or 

maps. Actually, the British appear to have developed an interest in 

Rapga when the Indian police discovered that he had ordered (in early 

February 1946) 4,000 copies of a membership [application] form for 

his party and 2,000 copies of a membership card and an insignia that 

bore striking similarities to the Soviet Russian emblem.132  

There is no doubt that the British government and more particularly 

Richardson and Hopkinson were extremely nervous about what was 

happening in Kalimpong. 

One Tibetan official recalls that Basil Gould, the [then] political officer 

in Sikkim, informally asked him at this time, "What is this Pandatsang 

Rapga doing in Kalimpong? How does he manage to live, since he is 

not engaged in any work?" The British debated whether they should 

tell the Tibetan government about this political group. Gould's letter133 



to the Foreign Affairs Office in Delhi in early April reflects their caution: 

“My original idea had been that we should present the Tibetan 

Government with the whole case fully documented. But we have no 

guarantee that they will take any notice, and meanwhile the 

knowledge of our action will be common property. It seems best 

therefore to divulge the information gradually only, piece-meal, and be 

guided by their reactions as to the next step, e.g., Richardson could let 

the Tibetan Government know that document A has come into his 

hands, at the same time hinting willingness to divulge further 

information if but only if really wanted, keeping till the very last 

Document C [Rapga's own letter].134 

Goldstein is mistaken as Basil Gould was no more the Political Officer in 

1946. He had been replaced by Hopkinson more than one year earlier.  

On 10 April, Richardson told the PO about the Tibet Improvement Party: 

Before receipt of your letter under reference I showed all the 

enclosures to your Express letter No. 7(11)-P/45 dated 30th March 

1946, except the copy of Rapga's letter to Thacker Spink, to the 

Tibetan Foreign Bureau. ….The Foreign Bureau's reactions were 

immediately to connect the documents with Rapga, and Surkhang said 

that he knew that Mr. Shen had given Rapga Rs. 14,000 for the 

purchase of a printing press. The implications of the Soviet-type of 

emblem and of the word ‘revolutionary’ appearing in the translation of 

the Chinese version of the application forms and its absence from the 

Tibetan version did not escape them.  

At their request I provided them with copies of the documents which I 

showed them — and they said that they would put them up to the 

Kashag at once. I informed them that I could show them evidence that 

the moving spirit in the matter was Rapga if they wanted to see it. So 

far they have not asked me to do so.  



I shall take steps to inform influential persons about the "Tibet 

Improvement Party" as you suggest in paragraph 5 of your letter 

under reference.135  

It appears that while in India Rapga Pandatsang had kept contact with the 

Chinese Nationalist government. He also held a Chinese passport. 

 

The Tibetan Government 

The main problem was that the Tibetan government in the late forties was 

not able to accept or assimilate any individual having different views from 

the accepted ones. Regarding Gendun, what was even more irritating for the 

Government and especially for the two main seats of power (the aristocracy 

and the monks) was that Gendun was more brilliant than any of them and 

had a greater scholarly knowledge of the religion and history of Tibet.  

A few years ago a documentary film on Gendun Chophel ‘Angry Monk’ was 

shot by a Swiss filmmaker, Luc Schaedler. He interviewed 14 Tibetan 

scholars who had done research or known the scholar from Amdo. 

A close friend of Gendun, Amdo Champa talked about his personal life. After 

describing his life in prison, Amdo Champa recalled the scholar telling him:  

I was never told what kind of crime I had committed. I could assume 

what crime I had committed. I thought it was certain that the British 

people had sent a secret message to the cabinet of the Tibet 

Government and told them that I had committed a serious crime 

because I conducted research on Tibet history for twelve or thirteen 

years during my stay in India  

The British knew everything about this. They had sent secret agents 

after me. They also knew everything about what I did and what I 

didn’t do. When I came back from India, I came through Mon Tawang. 

There must be secret agents following me from Mon Tawang to Lhasa. 

I guess the British told about my works to the Tibet government and 



then I was imprisoned. I had these doubts; I was accused of being a 

secret agent, but I didn’t work as a secret agent. They were accusing 

someone [Gendun Chhompel] who hadn’t worked as a secret agent for 

being a secret agent and they [the British] also didn’t have any 

evidence to show them [Tibetan Government]. I really never worked 

as a secret agent. But, I was scared, because I thought now my hands 

were going to be cut off, or my eyes were going to be plucked out. So, 

at that time, I chanted Tara prayers. 

It is difficult to say if the memory of Amdo Champa is accurate or not. 

Interestingly, Surkhang Dzaza, who has been one of the main interlocutors 

of Hopkinson and Richardson did not treat Gendun Chhopel badly. According 

to Amdo Champa: 

At that time, Minister Surkhang treated Gendun Chophel well. 

Surkhang also knew a former officer who was an archer. Both of them 

were Gendun Chophel’s student. So, on the day of the whipping136, the 

punisher was Go-jag pa. A man wearing a soft hat with a broad brim 

trimmed with long hairy fur was the person who would punish the 

criminal on his knees. This person would make the criminal lay face 

down and whip him on the buttocks. The officer and archer gave some 

money to Go-jag pa so that he pretended to whip but actually missed 

the spot. The end of the whip hit the ground instead of hitting Gendun 

Chophel. He was so thankful to Surkhang and the other officer. He 

stayed in the Shol prison for three years. 

It seems impossible to get at the bottom of the story and know what has 

happened as most of the first-hand witnesses are now very old and their 

memory of the events is blurred. 

 

Richardson and Gendun Chhompel 



We are faced with a strange situation, there is very little in the British 

archives about the entire incident. The Tibetan archives are not available 

and even if they are in the possession of the Chinese Government, there is 

little chance to one day access them as it would prove that Tibet was dealing 

independently in the field of foreign affairs, without ever referring to China.  

It might be possible one day to verify the veracity and the depth of the 

engagement of Rapga Pandatshang in the Taiwanese archives. The map 

drawn by Gendun Chhompel still probably exists somewhere. But where?  

Apart from the ‘Lhasa letter for the week ending 10th February, 1946’ from 

the Officiating Assistant PO addressed to the PO in Sikkim, there is another 

mention about the incident in the ‘Lhasa letter for the week ending 18th 

August 1946’ sent by Richardson to the PO. 

The para 299 of the weekly letter says: 

The National Assembly met for two days during the week. It is 

believed that one of the subjects [of] discussion was Gendun 

Chhompel and his share in the Kalimpong plot against the Tibetan 

government. It is believed that enough evidence was found in the 

search of his house to call for severe treatment. It is understood that 

little evidence was found against the Baitshang which was also 

suspected. 

But more interesting is the ‘Lhasa letter for the week ending 25th August 

1946’; Richardson informs Hopkinson that on August 21: 

I lunched with Surkhang Shape. There were no other guests and the 

Shape was eager to talk politics. In informal conversations continuing 

for 5 hours or so covered most topics of interest including Chinese 

Communists, constitutional development in India and Tibet’s material 

weakness and prospects. Surkhang Shape is very quick and quite 

unaffected but I always have doubts of his sincerity, at least to the 

extent that discussion with him appears to be an intellectual exercise 



and unlikely to affect course of events very greatly. He is, of course, 

the youngest of the Shapes and none of his colleagues is any more 

likely to initiate anything in the years of waiting for the Dalai Lama to 

assume power. 

It is rather surprising that a Cabinet Minister could spend five hours in a 

tete-a-tete encounter with a foreign diplomat. That was Tibet. Richardson 

continues: 

Matters discussed at the National Assembly last week137 are said to 

have included the Chinese Communist. The senior Abbot of Drepung 

who was in Mongolia during the Bolshevist anti-religious campaign 

spoke energetically against Communism apparently with great effect 

on the Assembly. I presume that the Chinese here are playing up the 

Communist bogey for all it is worth and trying to frighten the Tibetan 

Government into the protecting arms of Chang Kai Chek. Otherwise 

there seems no reason why the National Assembly should debate 

Communist activities. 

Let us remember that it was during this session of the National Assembly 

that the case of Gendun Chhompel was discussed. Were the Kashag and the 

National Assembly linking the Amdo scholar with the Communists while he 

was drawing maps for the Nationalists? 

Anything was possible, but the Mission-in-Charge attempted to diffuse the 

Tibetan Assembly scare to rightly focus on China.  

I have attempted to take the edge off this propaganda and put facts 

and prospects in China into what I think is the right perspective by 

explaining the difference between Chinese and Russian Communism 

since the expulsion of Joffe138, and by suggesting that divided counsels 

in China which seems likely to last for some time, are a better 

assurance for Tibet than the outright victory of either party. But the 

communist scare and the threat to religion are easy money to the 



Chinese who can blind the ignorant Tibetans to the revolutionary, 

agnostic origin and nature of the Chinese Republic. 

It is probable that the clever Surkhang tested the waters and wanted to 

know the position of the British government on the Chinese internal conflict. 

Richardson then gets more information on the discussions of the National 

Assembly. Here again, Gendun Chhompel’s name does not appear in the 

‘Lhasa letter’. One can only presume that a separate file with a higher 

classification was sent to Gangtok, informing the PO about the fate of 

Gendun Chhompel and the charges against him. Richardson writes: 

Other subjects at the National Assembly meeting were; (1) Rapga, 

who according to information received by the Tibetan Government 

from their officers now in China, has been complaining about the 

Tibetan and British Governments with the result that the Chinese 

attitude towards the Tibetan Mission [visiting China at that time] has 

undergone a marked cooling off. The Tibetan Government are again 

sending orders to the Mission to back at once. (2) Grants of estates to 

the Regent [Taktra Rinpoche]. 

Nothing was said about the Amdo scholar and the border issue. It is rather 

surprising. 

 

The end of a rebel 

Gendun Chhompel must have been aware of the Communists coming to 

power in China; he certainly had a clear vision of what the Communists 

would bring to Tibet.  

It is plausible that he was arrested for supporting the Communists who were 

so much feared in Lhasa (mainly after the Testament of the Thirteenth Dalai 

Lama)? Once again we are faced with the problem of unavailability of 

archival material.  



By the end of 1949, Gendun was finally freed. One of the main reasons why 

the Tibetan Government took this decision (apart from the fact that they had 

apparently not been able to frame any charge against him) was because he 

was the only person in Tibet who was able to write the history of ancient 

Tibet.  

Despite the appearances, Tibet was changing; the Kashag had decided to 

send a delegation to visit the neighbouring countries, especially India and 

China as the previous Dalai Lama had advised them. When the first 

delegations returned many understood the necessity of a written history 

showing that Tibet had been an independent nation for two thousand years. 

By this time, Gendun was a broken man; he often repeated that his life was 

of no use and he had started to drink heavily. 

Though he was one of the few Tibetans who kept a contact with the outside 

world, (for example in 1949, he would regularly send a disciple to the 

Chinese Mission to get the latest news on the war between the Nationalists 

and the Communists), he used to say: “I wonder if Mao will manage to kill 

enough people to establish communism. He has to do it if he wants to 

succeed.” 

Such prophetic words! 

He even encouraged a young disciple to go study in China, saying: “It is 

good to go to study in India, a friendly country, but it is much more 

important to go to China. To understand and know your enemy is essential” 

He felt that the Tibetans from Amdo and Kham were much more patriotic 

than the people of Central Tibet, because they had fought for centuries 

against the Chinese and knew them better, having suffered under their 

yoke.139 

In September 1951, when the first Chinese troops entered Lhasa he was 

already blind and had only a few months left to live, but a friend described 

to him the troops passing under his window. Standing and trying to open his 



eyes with his fingers, he is said to shouted: “Good for them140, good for 

them. Everything is accomplished”   

For Gendun Chhompel, Tibet had to fight to regain its past glory. Very often 

he used to go to the parade ground to watch the training of the Tibetan 

army. He admired the Great Kings of Tibet who had been able to keep Tibet 

united. He was very bothered by the dissention amongst the three provinces 

of Tibet. Once, he jokingly remarked:  

For more than thousand years, the Dharma has impregnated the spirit 

of the Tibetans and what can we do now? One ironic solution would be 

to take the Jowo141 the symbolic nostril of all the Tibetan Buddhist 

tradition in Tibet and to install it in the middle of the Tibetan territory, 

between Kham, Amdo and Central Tibet, in order to unify Tibet with 

the religion. Then we would have to fight to destroy religion. 

He knew that if Tibetan society was unable to reform itself on its own, 

outside forces would come to do it. He also knew that the blow would come 

from China. He had told a disciple: 

The Chinese remember what had happened thousand years ago, and 

they always think to get rid of the barbarians.  

The Kuomintang is projecting to build a road which will penetrate inside 

Tibet, pretending that way to solve ‘the Tibetan problem’ in a time 

frame of three hundred years.142 The Chinese think in long term, and 

they are our mortal enemy. The Communist Chinese are going to come.  

Just one month later the Communists entered Lhasa; he passed away soon 

after. 

 

The wrong route at the wrong time? 

Gendun Chhompel seems to have taken a route that he should have taken 

not when he decided to return to Tibet and this, at the wrong time. The 

Amdo scholar was travelling when negotiations were going on between 



Arthur Hopkinson, the Political Officer in Sikkim and the Kashag for a 

permanent settlement of the Indo-Tibet border issue (i.e. the confirmation of 

the McMahon Line).  

The fact that he seemed to have been mandated by the Kuomintang 

(through Rapga Pandatshang) to prepare detailed maps of the Tawang area 

did not help his case. 

However, one fact is striking: the total incapacity of the Tibetan Government 

to come to a decision during the Minority143. 

One can give an example. In August 1938, eight years before the arrest of 

Gendun Chhompel, a senior staff member of the British Mission, Rai Bahadur 

Norbhu Dhondup144 wrote to Basil Gould, the then PO about the very same 

question which would take Hopkinson to Lhasa in 1945-46. Norbhu Dhondup 

states:  

I have not received any answer from the Kashag (Cabinet Ministers), I 

again called on them on the 20th August 1938, and enquired from 

them whether they had come to any decision regarding Tawang about 

which I had discussed with them several times. The Kashag told me 

frankly that they were ashamed of themselves in not being able to 

fulfill their repeated promises to let me have their decision on the 

subject. They then explained that most of the officers who had been to 

India in connection with the Anglo-Tibetan Simla Conference of 1913-

14 had expired and some of them had already retired from the 

Government service and that the present Cabinet Ministers and the 

King (Regent) are all ignorant of the knowledge that Tawang was 

ceded to British India. They added that it takes a long while to trace 

documents on any subject as the office records of the Tibetan 

Government are not kept in a proper order as the offices of other 

countries do. Moreover, they stated that some of the relevant 

documents of 1913-14 Simla Treaty are with the Regent and some 



papers are in other offices, which are not easily traceable. They, 

therefore, could not go through the question. They also added that 

office works are carried out very slowly in the offices of the Tibetan 

Government and that I, therefore, should not take an exception for the 

delay.145 

Tibetan Cabinet Ministers were ‘ashamed’ for the delay, but 8 years later the 

issue had not progressed an inch. Norbhu Dhondup explains: 

They [the Kashag] also requested me to inform you and the 

Government of India accordingly in the best possible manner so that 

you and the Government of India may not be disappointed. 

More amusingly, the Kashag had no copy of the 1914 Agreement, or at least 

it is what they pretended. The British adviser says: 

In the meanwhile, the Kashag asked me to furnish them with a copy of 

the Treaty clause by virtue of which Tawang was ceded to the British 

Government. They said that on receipt of this they will confer among 

themselves. They, however, made me understand distinctly that the 

settlement of the question will take time as they are not empowered to 

decide such an important question without referring it to the National 

Assembly. 

Norbhu Dhondup dutifully sent a copy of Article 9 of 1914 Convention 

together with a covering letter and the map. He adds: “So far I have seen 

the Kashag not less than 9 times and the Regent 3 times about Tawang. All 

of them are afraid to come to a decision in the matter and the explanation 

given by them regarding the possible delay in going through the question is 

merely a pretence. As they said definitely that they want time to come to a 

decision, I am afraid, it means that the matter will be delayed for many 

months or years.” 



It just demonstrates the sluggishness of the Tibetan administration which 

could not take a decision, but remained extremely touchy about the subject 

as we have seen in the case of the Amdo scholar.  

 

The Chinese angle. 

An angle which has not been sufficiently studied is the Chinese influence in 

Lhasa. Even in the case of Gendun Chhompel, it is probably a more 

significant factor than usually thought. We have seen that Richardson had 

already passed the information to the Kashag. 

Take the case of Dr. Shen Tsung-lien146 who spent five years in Tibet 

between 1944 and 1949 as representative (Commissioner) of the Republic of 

China in Lhasa. In his ‘Lhasa Letter for week ending 16th December 1945’, 

Richardson writes:  

It is not known whether Shen has advised the Tibetan Government to 

make a proper map of their southern boundary. A reliable source 

informs that Shen once showed a map of Tibet to the ex-Prime 

Minister, when he called on the latter and tried to talk on the question 

of the ‘red line’. But Shen’s move in the question was stated to have 

been turned down by the ex-Prime Minister on grounds of his 

ignorance of the situation. 

Was it Gendun’s map? It is difficult to be sure. 

A few months earlier, on September 11, 1945, Shen had written a very 

smart ‘personal’ letter to Sir Basil Gould who by that time had retired from 

service and was living in England. The former PO was not sure what to 

answer as it involved State policies. He finally passed it on to the Foreign 

Office in London who drafted a ‘diplomatic’ reply. 

Shen Tsung-lien’s missive starts by friendly personal remarks: “Please 

accept my belated thanks for the 2 tins of jam you sent me through the 

kindness of Mrs. Guthrie.” The Chinese diplomat then writes: 



Now with the realization of our final victory [in WWII] and the 

restoration of peace and order in the world, I am sincerely persuaded 

that we can look ahead to a better era of international harmony. In the 

case of China and England, I am even more convinced that our 

relations are bound to grow closed and more amiable than ever before. 

It has been the painful experience of mankind for the last decades that 

it is more difficult to win peace than to win a war. Both the England 

and Chinese people have demonstrated the spirit of mutual reliance 

and cooperation as allies in winning this war. I hope I am not far 

wrong in wishing that we would continue to show this esprit de corps 

in the more important and more difficult task of promoting our 

friendship and mutual prosperity as collaborations in peace. 

So far, nothing to be objected to, but Shen continues: 

The belief has long prevailed among our as well as your statement that 

there is no conflict of interest between China and England that cannot 

be adjusted in a friendly way. My one year experience in Lhasa has 

confirmed my conviction that at least there could be no serious dispute 

between us over Tibet. British interests there are not only insignificant 

but totally absent.147  

This small sentence made the hair of the Foreign Officers’ head stand on 

end. For several decades, especially after Charles Bell’s trip to Tibet in 1920, 

London had invested in its Tibet policy and was absolutely not ready to 

accept that the Crown’s interests were ‘insignificant’. Shen the hammers the 

nail in further: 

Just as once you rightly put it to me in a jocular vein, it would be a 

matter of no concern to the British Empire even if whole Tibet should 

sink into the ground. However, we know there might be some genuine 

apprehension on the part of the Government of India of ultimate 



Chinese penetration into India by way of Tibet either in the form of 

labour competition or aggrandisement.  

The Nationalist government in Nanjing had obviously similar intentions and 

plans as Mao developed a few years later. Regarding the possibility of 

Chinese aggression, the Chinese scholar and diplomat explains: 

It is neither warranted by past experience nor grounded on any 

evidence of fact. And further, in the light of the rapidly developing 

modern air transport, the retention of something like a buffer between 

two powers has become an obsolete notion. Though I know it to be 

unwise to pursue an argument on a point that has never existed, yet I 

deem it my duty to point out that the creation of a buffer in what has 

for hundreds of years been a part of China is bound to arouse serious 

apprehension in the mind of every Chinese as being too reminiscent of 

the old policy of imperialist expansion. 

The British could not agree to this. It is why this ‘personal’ letter had to 

handled by the Foreign Office itself. In conclusion, Shen mentions the 

proposal of Chiang Kai-shek of granting a large autonomy to Tibet, ‘if the 

country is ready’: 

Our government has formally declared that self-government of a high 

degree will be granted to the Tibetans. It is my belief therefore that 

there is really very little difference of opinion between us over this 

problem and that it can be and should be solved in the spirit of mutual 

trust and cooperation that has so happily united us in this war against 

aggression and will certainly remain the guiding principle for our future 

relations.  

Shen Tsung-lien asks Basil Gould to try to influence his government to make 

the Chinese views acceptable to London: “your opinion will certainly be 

much solicited and respected by your government in all Tibetan affairs.”  



On November 30, 1945, Gould answered. In the meantime, the letter had 

gone through different drafts prepared by the Foreign Office. 

Gould speaks first of his last posting in Sikkim: “it was a great 

disappointment to me to have to leave a post in which I had been so happy 

for nearly ten years, and I was particularly sorry to be deprived of the 

opportunity of further close contact with yourself.” 

After giving news about his family, particularly his son, “on service overseas, 

in Tripoli, with his Regiment, the King’s Royal Rifle Corps”, Gould mentions 

the atmosphere in England after the War: “Naturally the people are fatigued 

by the long war, and are eager for the return of the normal conditions of 

peace” Gould then tells Shen: “While there are many elements in the 

situation which are puzzling, I foresee that future historians will look back to 

this period as a time when many difficulties were solved along lines of 

practical common sense.” 

The former PO elaborates on the bilateral relations: “I agree with you in 

hoping that we may look forward to a period of international co-operation 

and harmony which, as you say, is essential to the future collaboration of 

China and Great Britain”. 

Then comes the gist of the answer to the Chinese assertion that ‘Tibet was 

insignificant to British India’, Gould writes:  

Given goodwill, I am sure that there is no conflict of interests between 

our two countries which cannot be settled by amicable discussions. In 

particular, I see no reason whatever why there should be any serious 

dispute between us over Tibet. But I am sure that your experience in 

Lhasa and in the trade marts of Tibet will have shown you that, far 

from India’s interests in the country being insignificant, the economic 

prosperity of Tibet is largely bound up with that of India. Nor I feel can 

His Majesty’s Government be disinterested in a country which marches 

with the frontier of India for so many miles, and upon whose 



tranquility the Government of India must rely for peace on their 

Northern Border. I think you must be aware that our present policy 

towards Tibet is aimed, not at creating any new state of affairs in that 

country, but in maintaining and consolidating the present position. 

Gould tackles the issue of the blissfully vague notion of autonomy of Tibet. It 

is the most ill-defined concept. Interestingly, it is still the object of talks 

between the Dalai Lama’s administration and the Communist regime more 

than 65 years after the letter from Gould to Shen. In November 1945, at a 

time Gendun Chhompel was leaving Kalimpong for Bhutan and Mon Tawang, 

Sir Basil states:  

As has been frequently stated in the past Tibet is, and has for more 

than thirty years been an autonomous state, and His Majesty’s 

Government have been prepared to admit China’s suzerainty over her 

only in so far as it is consistent with the maintenance and exercise of 

that full autonomy. You will not see in this any reminiscence of what 

you describe as ‘the old Imperialist expansion’. It is, on the contrary, 

recognition of the status quo as regards Tibetan autonomy which has 

in our view prevailed for the past thirty years. You will remember that 

in the  memorandum handed by Mr. Eden to Dr. Soong on 26th July, 

1943 he defined the attitude of the British Government towards Tibet 

and ended his statement with the words “They (H.M.G.) would 

welcome any amicable arrangement which the Chinese Government 

might be disposed to have with Tibet whereby the latter recognized 

Chinese suzerainty in return for an agreed frontier and an undertaking 

to recognize Tibetan autonomy and they would gladly offer any help 

desired by both parties to this end”. Perhaps I might sum up the 

situation by saying that although British interests in Tibet are, for the 

reasons given above, undoubtedly real, I share your view that those 

interests ought not to enter into conflict with those of China, seeing 



that the Chinese Government have formally declared that they are 

prepared to concede what both we and the Tibetans have for many 

years claimed that Tibet already enjoys, namely, a ‘high degree of 

autonomy’. 

This was a reiteration of the British policy vis-à-vis Tibet. 

This policy would continue till the invasion of Tibet in 1950. In a secret 

telegram sent from Commonwealth Relations Office to U.K. High 

Commissioner in India (and amusingly repeated to the U.K. High 

Commissioner in Pakistan) dated December 10, 1949, the Foreign Office 

states:  

Tibet: Further question to be addressed to Foreign Secretary in House 

of Common on Wednesday, 14th December, asking if he will publish in 

Hansard148 the terms of the memorandum sent in 1943 by U.K. 

Government to Chinese Government regarding Chinese suzerainty 

over Tibet. Proposed reply, which has not yet been submitted to 

Ministers is in the affirmative. Please inform Indian Government.149 

This statement was eventually read by Philip Noel-Baker, the Secretary of 

State for Commonwealth Relations in the British Parliament, which approved 

the policy a few days later.  

This exchange of letters tends to prove that the ‘autonomy of Tibet’ as well 

as the relations between Lhasa and London were extremely significant for 

the Chinese Nationalists at the end of the World War II. 

Hsiao-Ting Lin, the author of Tibet and Nationalist China’s Frontier, gives an 

interesting perspective. The Waijiaobu, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs did not want to discuss with London or Delhi, the British ‘forward 

policy’ in NEFA. Hsiao-Ting says: 

with respect to the reported British activities in Tawang and adjacent 

Himalayan regions, the Waijiaobu pointed out frankly that apart from 

making an official announcement rejecting any territorial readjustment 



on the Indian-Tibetan border, there was no way for Chongqing either 

to interrupt or to reverse the situation. In another memorandum 

drafted earlier in the same year, the Waijiaobu even went as far as to 

suggest that unless the British accepted the terms raised by 

Chongqing in their entirety, the Chinese should rather shelve any ideas 

of opening negotiations with their British counterparts. The Chongqing 

Waijiaobu was conspicuously reluctant to face up to any possible 

diplomatic negotiations arising from Tibetan disputes. 

We shall see the timid complain against the British advances in the Lohit 

sector.  

Hsiao-Ting Lin also mentions the increase Chinese presence in Tibet at that 

the end of World War II. This could explain the problems of Gendun 

Choepel: 

Just before 1945, the Han Chinese and the Nationalist influence in 

Tibet reached its highest peak since the 1911 Chinese Revolution. With 

the opening of the pack route linking southwest China and Lhasa and 

the relatively flourishing commercial and economic intercourse brought 

about by this route, the Chongqing government developed a 

substantial presence in Tibet. One symbolic indication of this presence 

was the enlarged scale of the Chinese mission in Lhasa. During Shen 

Zonglian's tenure, this body was augmented and developed into four 

main departments: an intelligence branch, a meteorological branch, an 

agricultural branch, and an MTAC branch office. After the outbreak of 

the Sino-Japanese war, there were more Chinese officials, experts, 

secret agents, and merchants working and living in Tibet than at any 

other period since the collapse of Qing rule. In addition, according to 

Chinese sources, by 1945 the Nationalist intelligence agents and their 

underground activities were omnipresent within the Tibetan boundary. 

Secret service networks were soundly established by Chongqing in 



major cities such as Lhasa, Chamdo, Yatung (Chumbi Valley), 

Shigatse, and Gyantse. Even the Lhasa wireless station and the Lhasa 

Chinese primary school were exploited as the headquarters for the 

KMT secret service in Tibet. 

Hsiao-Ting Lin mentions another example showing the Chinese influence in 

Tibet, the closing of the British school: 

On the other hand, in early 1945 the Lhasa authorities ordered the do 

sure of the British-sponsored English school, which had been reopened 

just one year previously. The Tibetan authorities explained to the 

British government of India that this closure was a result of the 

opposition of the influential conservative monastic ruling class. The 

British were convinced, however, that the monk-officials had Chinese 

sympathies. It was possible that Chinese influence was behind the 

monks' decision to "check this insidious British cultural penetration into 

what China regards as one of her border provinces.”  

Did Gendun Chhompel pay for unknowingly interfering between British India 

and Nationalist China? It is a possibility. 

 

Some Speculations 

To conclude, let us speculate, just for the sake of speculating. 

Supposing that Gendun Chhompel had drawn a map of all the areas which 

had been part of the ‘Tibetan Empire’ in the past (this would includes Mon 

Tawang), but also marked the Red Line, the 1914 Agreement with the 

British. Chhompel was certainly able to understand that the importance of 

the Simla Convention and the Anglo-Tibet border agreement, the only legal 

proofs of the independent status of Tibet vis-à-vis the Western nations, 

foremost amongst them, the British. 

The Amdo scholar’s position would have become extremely unpopular with 

the Chinese Nationalists who, as we have seen in Shen’s letter, were keen to 



play a more considerable role on the Roof of the World; they had started 

printing maps to show that the entire NEFA belonged to China. 

At that time, the Chinese Nationalists had many supporters in the Tsondu, 

the Tibetan National Assembly. This could explain why during the Assembly 

session which saw the condemnation of Gendun Chhompel, the threat of 

Communist China was discussed at great length. This is confirmed by the 

short report of the 5-hour encounter between Richardson and Surkhang 

Shape mentioned earlier. The Chinese had also ‘pliable’ friends in the Kashag 

who could act as the devil’s advocate.  

In this connection, it is interesting to have a look at the interview between 

Kapshopa Shape and Arthur Hopkinson in December 1945. The Shape, 

according to many historians was the most corrupt minister. He is the one 

who supposedly ‘fixed’ Gendun Chhompel. Hopkinson writes: 

[Kapshopa] led off by saying that no Political Officer in all these years 

had ever raised this matter [the McMahon Line] before Sir Basil Gould. 

It had always been previously supposed that Sir Basil was a friend of 

Tibet. But his attitude in this matter had earned him opprobrium. Just 

before Sir Basil Gould left last year, there had been a meeting of the 

Tsongdu, at which strong opinions were expressed: the Tsongdu 

reproached the Kashag. 

Hopkinson comments further: “I don’t recall ever hearing of this alleged 

meeting. This statement resulted from a statement of mine, to the effect 

that the Tibetans had treated my predecessor queerly over this matter, they 

knew he [Gould] was a friend of Tibet; they had [themselves] put in 

requests for his extension.” 

Later Kaspshopa told the PO: “The raising of this matter will anger the 

Tsongdu, and entail many unpleasantnesses.” 

According to Hopkinson, the Tibetan minister’s conclusion was: “If you can 

settle it, your name will be remembered in Tibet for many years.” 



Hopkinson wrote to Delhi: “But evidently settlement by evacuation, and 

more than once I emphasized there would be no evacuating of posts 

occupied.” 

At the end of the interview, the British Political Officer tells the Minister: 

“Towards the end I reminded him that our history, especially in 1904, 

showed we had no wish to grab Tibetan territory, quite apart from our 

pledges.” 

But many Tibetans were not ready to listen to any arguments.  

Retrospectively, it is difficult to understand why they did not accept such a 

good deal from the British. 

Gendun Chhompel was probably the scapegoat for the conflicting policies of 

the Tibetan Tsongdu and Kashag and the increasing influence of the 

Nationalist China on the Roof of the World. 
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snow-peaks are visible from Tezpur.” 
7 Frank Ludlow (1885-1972) was born in Chelsea, London and educated at Wellington 

School, Somerset, and Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, where he graduated in 1908 in 
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33 On November 20, 1950. 
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Lonchen Shatra. 
41 Leopold Charles Maurice Stennett Amery (22 November 1873 – 16 September 1955), 

usually known as Leo Amery or L. S. Amery, was a British Conservative Party politician and 

journalist, noted for his interest in the British Empire’s and particularly India’s military 

preparedness, and. He was Secretary of State for India and Burma between 13 May 1940 

and 26 July 1945. 
42 The period before the young Dalai Lama could assume power. 
43 Memorandum from the British Foreign Office to the British Embassy in China 

(FO371/46123)  
44 Telegram No. 364 from Gould to External Affairs Department, New Delhi dated 4 

November 1944, (FO371/41589). 
45 Major Bob Khathing entered Tawang with the Assam Rifles in February.  
46 The Tibetan Cabinet 
47 The National Assembly 



                                                                                                                                                             
48 According to the biography of the Tibet Album of the Pitts River Museum: “Arthur J. 

Hopkinson was born in Sunderland in 1894 into an ecclesiastical family, his father being 

Canon George Hopkinson. He was educated at the English public school, Marlborough 

College, and then at Exeter College, University of Oxford. During the First World War he was 

made a Captain in the Durham Light Infantry. 

In 1920 Arthur Hopkinson entered the Indian Civil Service, where he remained until 1948. 

Initially he was based in the United Provinces in India but from 1924, upon transfer to the 

Foreign and Political Department. In 1926 Gyantse in Tibet having been appointed Assistant 

Political Officer for Sikkim, Bhutan and Tibet with responsibilities also as British Trade Agent 

in Gyantse. …Whilst in post, Hopkinson was instructed by Political Officer F. M. Bailey to 

oversee the development of a motorised postal service between Gyantse and Gangtok. This 

proved to be a futile exercise and Hopkinson made his frustration known in his letters home.  

… In 1944 Arthur Hopkinson returned to Sikkim and Tibet as Political Officer of Sikkim, 

Bhutan and Tibet. He was in the post at the time of India's Independence from Britain in 

1947 and remained in Gangtok until after Independence as Indian Political Officer, leaving 

the sub-continent in 1948.  
49 It is Sir Olaf Caroe who first pointed to the issue in the early 1930’s. 
50 Hopkinson quotes Aitchison’s Treaties: page 34(A) and (B) 
51 Letter dated 11th of 2nd Tibetan month (Fire –Dog year), corresponding to April 12, 1946: 

From the Tibetan Foreign Bureau to Mr. Richardson, Asst. Political Officer in Sikkim and 

British Trade Agent, Gyantse. 
52 Adapted from Wikipedia: “Hugh Edward Richardson was born in St. Andrews, Scotland, on 

22 December 1905. He was educated at Salvator's School, St Andrews, and Trinity College, 

Glenalmond, and went on to study classics at Keble College, Oxford. He joined the Indian 

Civil Service in 1930. Between 1932 and 1934 he was Sub-Divisional Officer stationed in 

Bengal and it was here that his interest in Tibet began. He started to learn the language 

from a Tibetan servant and during a period of leave in 1933, traveled through Sikkim and 

into Tibet as far as Phari. This first encounter with Tibet was the beginning of a life-long 

commitment to the land and its people.  

In 1934 Richardson was appointed Assistant Political Agent in Baluchistan serving under 

Basil Gould. Gould was impressed by Richardson and knew of his interest in Tibet and so, 

when Gould took up the position of Political Agent for Sikkim, Bhutan and Tibet in 1935, he 

helped Richardson to secure a posting in Tibet. In July 1936 Richardson took up the 

appointment as Trade Agent at Gyantse and was also called upon to be a member of the 

Political Mission to Lhasa, which arrived in the Tibetan capital in August 1936. Later 



                                                                                                                                                             
Richardson held several appointments in Pakistan, China and India and in 1946 he returned 

to Lhasa to resume his post as Officer-in-Charge of the British Mission. After India gained its 

independence from Britain in 1947 he continued in post as the Indian Government 

representative. In doing so he was probably the last British official to occupy an important 

diplomatic posting on behalf of the Indian Government. 
53 His official designation was, “the British Trade Agent, Gyantse and Officer In-Charge of 

the British Mission, Lhasa”. 
54 P.N. Luthra in his book Constitutional and Administrative Growth of the North-East 

Frontier Agency mentions the Villages Councils: “The North-East Frontier Agency 

Administration has all along taken good care to ensure that the customary laws of the 

people in deciding judicial cases at the village level or the community level of tribal groups 

are not allowed to be interfered with. The Regulation referred to recognize the authority of 

the ancient village councils, village headmen and the system of chieftainship which applied 

in varying patterns among the various communities. Thus at the basic level of village, the 

social, cultural and legal affairs of the villages continued to be handled with complete 

freedom by traditional village authorities.” 
55 Toni Huber, The Cult of Pure Crystal Mountain: Popular Pilgrimage and Visionary 

Landscape in Southeast Tibet, (New York/Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999).The 

quotations from Huber in this chapter are for the above book, Huber’s doctoral dissertation. 
56 The Chayul chu in Tibet 
57 The Commander-in-Chief of the Tibetan Army who visited the area in 1919-20. 
58 Mainly, Indian tribes. 
59 G.N. Rao, one of the Indian negotiators in 1960 says: “The sacred places of Tsokarpo and 

Tsari Sarpa [Sama], which McMahon had promised to leave in Tibetan territory, were found 

by later surveys to lie outside the boundary agreed upon in 1914. They lay not to the south 

of Migyitun as [Alastair] Lamb assumes but to the east of it. The question of readjusting the 

boundary, therefore, did not arise.” The question is not whether the Tsari Sarpa is north or 

east of the McMahon Line, but the fact that the pilgrims had to cross the Red Line to 

perform the Long Pilgrimage. (Gondker Narayana Rao, The India-China border: a 

reappraisal, (London: Asia Publishing House, 1968). 
60 The Rongkor Chenmo occurred in 1908. 
61 Different authors give different figures. Tens of thousands is probably more correct. 
62 Bailey, F. M. No Passport To Tibet (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1957) 



                                                                                                                                                             
63 Bailey left Morshead on his own for a few days to perform the Short Pilgrimage. While the 

‘Long Pilgrimage’ was held once every twelve years, the 'Short One’ or Kingkor was 

performed on a yearly basis.  
64 Dorje Pagmo, the Sow Incarnate, was the only female incarnation in Tibet. 
65 In Chinese, Bome 
66 Under the Tibetan Government. 
67 Inhabitants of Tsari. 
68 His expedition advanced till the Red Line in the first months of 1951. 
69 See, Notes, Memoranda and letters Exchanged and Agreements signed between The 

Governments of India and China (White Paper No 2 — September - November 1959) 
70 March 10, 1959. 
71 Today Monigong in West Siang district of Arunachal Pradesh 
72 Ajai Shukla, in an article in The Business Standard (March 31, 2012) wrote: “The old links 

with Tibet made Menchuka a key Chinese objective in the 1962 war, along with Tawang and 

Walong. A handful of Indian defenders from the 2 Madras and 2/8 Gorkha Rifles were 

ordered to withdraw in the face of a Chinese advance and join a larger force at Taliha in the 

neighbouring Subansiri valley. Harried by fast-moving patrols from the People’s Liberation 

Army, most of them perished in the retreat. An entire Gurkha platoon (36 soldiers), led by 

four officers, disappeared without trace in the thickly forested mountains while attempting a 

suicidal cross-country move to Taliha. Locals still recount tales about the month that they 

spent under PLA occupation, before Beijing’s unilateral ceasefire of November 21, 1962. 

Chinese soldiers did everything they could to win local loyalty, but the Membas, with 

memories of the Tibet revolt of 1959 fresh in their minds, saw through the opportunism in 

their overtures.” 
73 According to Wikipedia: “Few Lhoba [Loba] know the Tibetan language. In the past, when 

there was no writing, the Lhobas kept track of history through telling their descendants and 

tying knot codes about their past. Their literature also poses a significant influence on their 

Tibetan counterparts. They are known as ‘Bokar’ in Arunachal Pradesh of northeast India 

and are found in the Pidi and Monigong circles of Arunachal Pradesh. They trace their origin 

from a common forefather, Abotani”.  
74 Inhabitants of Pachakshiri. 
75 Such as W. G. M. Dundas, T. P. M. O'Callaghan or Noel Williamson. 
76 Wikipedia thus describes today’s Walong: “a small cantonment and administrative town in 

the Anjaw District of the State of Arunachal Pradesh. Walong is also the easternmost town 

in India. Anjaw was carved out of Lohit District in 2004. Walong's approximate position is 



                                                                                                                                                             
28° 06’ North, 97° East. It lies on the west bank of the Lohit River (a tributary of the 

Brahmaputra), approximately 20 [it is more 40] kilometres south of the Chinese border. 
77 It was already discussed at the end of the Mishmi Mission (1912) and the Walong 

Promenade (1914). 
78 Hsiao-ting Lin, Tibet and Nationalist China’s Frontier: Intrigues and Ethnopolitics, 1928-49 

(University of British Columbia, 2006) 
79 The Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission. 
80 The Chinese Ministry of External Affairs.  
81 The original documents of the British Archives have been obtained from IDC Publishers – 

Internal affairs and boundaries, 1912-1947 (Indo-Tibetan frontier: Lohit valley) — original 

file number: L/P&S/12/4214; Pol Ext Coll 36 File 42. 

Tour diary of Mr F.P. Mainprice, ICS, Assistant Political Officer, Lohit Valley, November 1943 

to May 1945, (Shillong: Assam Government Press, 1945). 
82 Frederick Paul Mainprice, I.C.S., Joined Service 1937 and posted to Central Provinces as 

Assistant Commissioner. Appointed to I.P.S. in April 1942 serving in Eastern States Agency; 

British trade agent, Gyantse, October 1942. After his appointment as Assistant Political 

Officer in Lohit Valley, was transferred as Assistant Political Agent, Gilgit until August 1947. 

After Indian independence worked for the Government of Pakistan in Karachi, 1948-49, 

specializing on the Kashmir problem. Was expelled from Kashmir by the Government of 

India in 1948. 
83 In Yunnan. 
84 Also spelt Shen Tsung-Lien. 
85 Today a taluk of Anjaw’s district. 
86 Leading to Tibet. 
87 Tibetan khatas or ceremonial scarves. 
88 The Zayul country is located north of the McMahon Line opposite the Lohit Valley. 
89 Tsampa, or barley flour. 
90 February 4, 1943 
91 The British were building a permanent post in Walong. 
92 Probably, General Ma Bufang. 
93 Documents from IDC Publishers: Internal affairs and boundaries, 1912-1947 (Indo-

Tibetan frontier: Lohit valley). Original file number: L/P&S/12/4214; Pol Ext Coll 36 File 42. 

Tour diary of Major G.T. Allen, MC, Assistant Political Officer, Lohit Valley Sub-Agency, for 

March to December 1946, (Shillong: Assam Govt Press, Jul 1947). 
94 British Archives, file number: L/P&S/12/4214; Pol Ext Coll 36 File 42. 



                                                                                                                                                             
95 Also written, Dechen.  
96 The Ministry of External Affairs 
97 Beijing still insists that Tawang district is part of the People's Republic of China. But, it is 

clearly an after-thought. In January 2012, Special Representative and State Councilor Dai 

Bingguo told his Indian counterpart, Shivshankar Menon during the 15th Meeting of the 

Special Representatives that India should first discuss the Eastern Sector of the boundary. 

Dai further asked Menon how much territory New Delhi would be ready to part with. 

Apart from the fact that historically this does not make sense, why did the Chinese not 

follow the Dalai Lama and his entourage into this area in 1959, if they really believed that it 

was a part of  Chinese territory? 
98 Documents from IDC Publishers: Indo-Tibetan frontier: adjustment of the boundary in the 

McMahon Line area, op. cit. Original file no. L/P&S/12/4223 Pol Ext Coll 36 File 49. 
99 Located between the Lohit and the Siang. 
100 Huber Toni, is the author of Cult of Pure Crystal Mountain — Popular Pilgrimage & 

Visionary Landscape in South East Tibet (New York: Oxford University Press, , 1999) 
101 We have adopted the spelling of Pemakö, though sometimes, it is written ‘Pemakoe’ or 

‘Pemako’. 
102 Pema Wangdu, an interviewee of the Tibet Oral History Project (Interview #64 –, July 3, 

2007) explained: “During the reign of King Wangchen Dhondue and the 13th Dalai Lama, in 

1924 there was turmoil in Powo for about two to three years. Then around 1927, the 

Tibetan government sent a colonel with 1,500 cavalrymen to each of the four areas in Powo. 

They attacked Powo simultaneously along with soldiers from surrounding areas of Shota 

Lhosum. Powo was defeated and came under [the Tibetan government]. The Kadham king 

escaped through Pemako to India. At that time India was probably under British rule. 

The English ambassador [sic] was stationed at Dibrugarh in Assam. King Kadham 

approached the English ambassador.  

In those days the elders used to talk about… ‘a big insect attacks a little insect’. The English 

authority accepted [his words] and allowed him to stay in a house. The next day a major of 

the Tibetan government [army] arrived there. The English ambassador did not hand over 

the king, but made him [King Kadham] see him [the major] through a glass window. The 

English authority presented the king with four loads of long-barrel rifles, gave him the title 

"Sahib" and said, "It's not enough to just talk about it. You have to bring proof that you are 

an independent state."  

Of course, being the king he was able to provide the required proof. "You are an 

independent state. After four or five years, you must return," saying thus the English 



                                                                                                                                                             
presented him with the guns. Some say that he returned through Zayul and the savages 

killed him with poisoned arrows. Another version says that he returned through Pemako, 

which came under King Kadham, drank excessively and was poisoned to death. Whatever 

the version, the king vanished from that time. That was how it was.” 
103 Summaries of these three journeys have appeared in Himalayan Journals, vol. vi, 1934, 

pp. 143-5; vii, 1935, p. 148; ix, 1937, pp. 144-7. 
104 Sir Basil Gould 
105 The Ter Dzong is the representative of Sera Monastery. This monastery is entitled to 

collect taxes in the area. 
106 Probably during the second week of January 1946. 
107 Near Geling 
108 Surkhang Dzasa 
109 District Commissioner. 
110 Apparently with the approval of the National Assembly. 
111 A close associate of former Regent Reting Rinpoche. 
112 Goldstein, Melville, The Fall of the Lamaist State (University of California Press: 1989). 
113 The two Regents who fought for power after the death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama. 
114 Goldstein, op. cit. writes: “The group used the name Tibet Improvement Party in its 

English materials, but the Tibetan (nub bod legs bcos skyid sdug) is more accurately 

translated as Western Tibet Reform Party. The Chinese used on its letterheads translates 

even more strongly, as the ‘Tibet Revolutionary Party’. 
115 There many spellings for Gedun Chhompel’s name, we have chosen this one. 
116 ‘A constitutional fiction’ in Lord Curzon’s words. 
117 Like Sir Charles Bell. 
118 The largest monastery of Amdo. 
119 In Eastern Tibet, ‘Alak’ corresponds to ‘Rinpoche’ or ‘Precious’. It is the title used by 

reincarnated Lamas. 
120 Geshes are doctors in Buddhist philosophy. It is the highest academic degree awarded by 

the monastic universities.  
121 Though nobody knew Leonardo in Labrang. 
122 Sherab Gyaltso went down in Tibetan history when he allowed the Chinese invaders to 

use his name to justify the ‘liberation’ of Amdo province in 1949. 
123 Tib: Urgyen, located in Swat Valley in today’s North West province of Pakistan. 
124 It seems that he even read Mein Kampf of Adolf Hitler. 
125 The Mirror. 



                                                                                                                                                             
126 Because of his connections with the KMT government in Nanjing, Rigpa would soon be 

declared persona non-grata and expelled from India. 
127 He was demoted by Mao in 1957 and kept in jail for nearly twenty years. He is still alive. 

His daughter was the fiancée of Wei Jincheng, the most famous Chinese dissident. 
128 Today, Tawang district of Arunachal Pradesh. 
129 After his ‘official’ death in 1706, the Sixth Dalai Lama is supposed to have travelled for 

many years in Mongolia where he founded several monasteries. 
130 When we visited the area in 1996, the Stupa (Chorten) had recently been restored but 

the local population who participated in the Kar Seva had very little knowledge about the 

ancient history of the place. 
131 T.I.R. no 1/46 dated 4th January 1946. 
132 IOR, L/PS/12/4211, letter from Additional Deputy Commissioner of Police, Security 

Control, Calcutta, dated 4 April 1946 
133 Goldstein probably means Hopkinson. 
134 IOR, L/PS/12/4211, letter from the Political Officer in Sikkim to Delhi, dated 3 April 

1946. The affair was complicated because of the fact that Tobgye's brother, Yambe was an 

influential pro-British official in Lhasa and it was not certain at that time whether he was 

also involved 
135 IOR, L/PS/12/4211, memorandum no. 3(7)-L/46 from H. Richardson to the Political 

Officer in Sikkim, dated 14 April 1946. 
136 The Kashag had condemned Gedun Chhompel to be whipped. 
137 Tibet: confidential and weekly reports by the British Mission at Lhasa, May 1945-Dec 

1947. Original file no. L/P&S/12/4202 Pol Ext Coll 36 File 30A 261ff (para 299 of Lhasa 

letter dated 18th August 1946). 
138 According to Wikipedia: “Joffe was born in Simferopol, Crimea, Russian Empire (currently 

part of Ukraine) in a wealthy Karaite [Jewish] family and became a social democrat in 1900 

while still in high school. He formally joined the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party in 

1903. …In 1926 his declining health and disagreements with the ruling Bolshevik faction 

forced his semi-retirement. He tried to concentrate on teaching, but it also proved difficult 

due to his illness. Joffe remained a friend and loyal supporter of Leon Trotsky through the 

1920s, joining him in the Left Opposition. By late 1927, he was gravely ill, in extreme pain 

and confined to his bed. After a refusal by the Stalinist leadership of the Communist Party to 

send him abroad for treatment and Trotsky's expulsion from the Communist Party on 

November 12, 1927, he committed suicide. …Trotsky's eulogy at Joffe's funeral was his last 

public speech in the Soviet Union.” 



                                                                                                                                                             
139 It is prophetic; more than 90% of the recent immolations occurred in Eastern Tibet. 
140 Good for the Tibetan government who had not been able to grasp the required changes 

in time. 
141 The main statue of Buddha in the Central Cathedral of Lhasa. 
142 The Communist regime in Beijing has now started to build a railway line from Golmud to 

Lhasa, reducing perhaps the three hundred years to three decades or less. 
143 O the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. 
144 According to the Tibet Album ‘who’s who’: “Norbhu Dhondup was confidential adviser to 

the Political Officer of Sikkim, Bhutan and Tibet and held a high post in the Lhasa 

government. He was educated in Darjeeling, India, and was associated with some of the 

earliest British expeditions to Tibet as interpreter. He was head clerk at the Gyantse Trade 

Agency in the early 1910s and subsequently assisted Sir Charles Bell during his trips to 

Lhasa as well others who travelled to Lhasa in the 1920s and 1930s. At the time of the 

British Mission to Lhasa in 1936, he had been appointed British Trade Agent at Yatung. He 

was made Rai Bahadur (an honorary title) by the British.” 
145 Norbhu (Lhasa) to Gould, 26 August, 1938 in /OR, L/P&S/12/36/29. 
146 Or Shen Zonglian in pinyin. 
147 Underligned by the author. 
148 Hansard is the collection of printed transcripts of parliamentary debates in Westminster. 

It is named after Thomas Curson Hansard, the first printer and publisher of these 

transcripts. According to Wikipedia, it is “the word-for-word transcript of debates in 

Parliament. Its terms of reference are those set by a House of Commons Select Committee 

in 1893, as being a report "...which, though not strictly verbatim, is substantially the 

verbatim report with repetitions and redundancies omitted and with obvious mistakes 

(including grammatical mistakes) corrected, but which, on the other hand, leaves out 

nothing that adds to the meaning of the speech or illustrates the argument.” 
149 The information was passed to K.P.S. Menon, the Indian Foreign Secretary and grand-

father of the present National Security Advisor. K.P.S. Menon thought that ‘this publicity 

should be good’. 


