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Tibet’s Cold War

The CIA and the Chushi Gangdrug Resistance,
1956–1974

✣ Carole McGranahan

Introduction

Colorado’s mountain roads can be treacherous in the winter, and in Decem-
ber 1961 a bus crashed on an icy road in the middle of the night.1 The crash
delayed the bus’s journey, and morning had already broken by the time the
bus pulled into its destination, Peterson Airªeld in Colorado Springs. The
coffee had just begun to brew when airªeld workers discovered that they were
surrounded by heavily-armed U.S. soldiers. The troops ordered them into
two different hangars and then shut and locked the doors. Peeking out the
windows of the hangars, the airªeld employees saw a bus with blackened win-
dows pull up to a waiting Air Force plane. Fifteen men in green fatigues got
out of the bus and onto the plane. After the aircraft took off, an Army ofªcer
informed the airªeld employees that it was a federal offense to talk about what
they had just witnessed. He swore them to the highest secrecy, but it was al-
ready too late: The hangars in which the scared civilians had been locked were
equipped with telephones, and they had made several calls to local newspa-
pers. The next day the Colorado Springs Gazette Telegraph ran a brief story
quoting a student pilot who said that “several Oriental soldiers in combat uni-
forms” were involved. The short story caught the attention of a New York
Times reporter in Washington, DC, who called the Pentagon for more infor-
mation. His call was returned by Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara,
who killed the story not only by uttering the words “top secret national secu-
rity,” but also by conªding to the reporter that the men were Tibetans.

✣ ✣ ✣

1. David Wise, The Politics of Lying: Government Deception, Secrecy, and Power (New York: Random
House, 1973), pp. 239–262, 557–559.
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A Tibetan proverb states that “an unspoken word has freedom, a spoken
word has none.” But the freedom of things unspoken is not without limits.
Secrets, for example, though supposedly not to be told, derive their value in
part by being shared rather than being kept. Sharing secrets—revealing the
unspoken—often involves cultural systems of regulation regarding who can
be told, who they in turn can tell, what degree of disclosure is allowed, and so
on. As a form of control over knowledge, secrecy is recognized in many socie-
ties as a means through which power is both gained and maintained.2 To-
gether, Tibet and the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) present the ir-
resistible combination of two twentieth-century icons of forbidden mystery
and intrigue—Tibet, Shangri-La, the supposed land of mystical and ancient
wisdom; and the CIA, home of covert activities, where even the secrets have
secrets.

The Tibetans in Colorado were members of a guerrilla resistance force
that fought against the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) from 1956
through 1974. Begun as a series of independent uprisings against increasingly
oppressive Chinese rule, the resistance soon grew into a uniªed volunteer
army, known as the Chushi Gangdrug Army. The Chushi Gangdrug Army
fought against the PLA ªrst from within Tibet and later from a military base
in Mustang, a small Tibetan kingdom within the borders of Nepal. For much
of this time, the resistance was covertly trained and ªnancially supported by
the U.S. government, speciªcally the CIA. Stories of this guerrilla war were
secret for many years. Because the operation encompassed multiple govern-
ments and the clandestine transfer of men, money, and munitions across in-
ternational borders, it is perhaps no surprise that information about the resis-
tance, and more speciªcally about U.S.-Tibetan relations, was suppressed
until recently. Secrets of the Tibetan resistance, however, are not always as
they appear. They are not only political but also ethnographic, built on cul-
tural systems of meaning and action.

In this article, I contend that our understanding of the Tibetan resistance
must include attention to cultural as well as historical and political forma-
tions. Our analysis of the Tibetan resistance must not remain just a historical
or political project or a story viewed solely through a Cold War lens. Instead,
ethnographic detail and explanation, and the nuances of culture and commu-
nity, must be included if we are to achieve the fullest possible understanding
of the transnational and continuing saga that is the Tibetan resistance. An
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2. Georg Simmel, “The Secret and the Secret Society,” in Kurt H. Wolff, ed. and trans., The Sociology
of Georg Simmel (New York: The Free Press, 1950), pp. 307–376; Michael Taussig, Defacements: Public
Secrets and the Labor of the Historical Negative (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999);
and Stanton K. Tefft, ed., Secrecy: A Cross-Cultural Perspective (New York: Human Sciences Press,
1980).



ethnographic approach is useful because the resistance is not one that was
crafted solely, or even predominantly, in ofªces in Washington, DC. Instead,
the resistance was forged through conversation, debate, and action among its
own members and leaders at least as much as it was organized in dialogue with
U.S. ofªcials. Anthropology relies on a similar methodology—participant ob-
servation, in which the researcher engages in face-to-face and everyday inter-
action with research subjects over an extended period of time (often years)
within host communities. My exploration of contemporary perspectives on
the Tibetan resistance is through a tripartite analysis—one that is historical,
political, and anthropological. In addition, my inquiry is not situated solely at
the level of the state or government; it is focused instead on the resistance
movement itself and the individuals who constituted it.

The article is based on primary and secondary sources generated mainly
from within the Tibetan refugee community. Over a ªve-year period from
1994 to 1999, I collected oral histories of the resistance from leaders of the re-
sistance as well as regular soldiers. In addition, I have examined a number of
Tibetan-language books and articles about the resistance published from the
late 1950s to the present, many of which contain information and insights
not yet appreciated by outside observers.3 Finally, I have consulted the small
but growing secondary literature on the resistance in English, including some
of the thousands of hits that turn up in an Internet search for the “Tibetan re-
sistance.”4
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3. Examples include Tsongkha Lhamo Tsering, Tsan rgol gyal skyob, Deb bzhi pa, Glo smon thang du
bstan srung dang blangs dmag sgar chags tshul dang Bod nang gray dmar la phar rgol ‘thab ‘dzings ji byas
dngos rjien lo rgyus deb phreng gnyis pa bzhugs [Resistance, Volume IV: An Account of the Establish-
ment of the Tibetan National Volunteer Defense Force in Mustang and Operations against the
Communist Chinese inside Tibet, Part II] (Dharamsala: Amnye Machen Institute, 2003); Tsongkha
Lhamo Tsering, Tsan rgol rgyal skyob, Deb Gsum pa, Glo smon thang du bstan srung dang blangs dmag
sgar chags tshul dang Bod nang rgya dmar la phar rgol ‘thab ‘dzings ji byas dngos rjien lo rgyus deb phreng
dang po bzhugs [Resistance, Volume III: An Account of the Establishment of the Tibetan National
Volunteer Defense Force in Mustang and Operations against the Communist Chinese inside Tibet,
Part I] (Dharamsala: Amnye Machen Institute, 2002); Tsongkha Lhamo Tsering, Bstan rgol rgyal
skyob, Deb gnyis pa, Bod nang du drag po’i ‘thab rstod byas skor, 1957 nas 1962 bar [Resistance, Vol-
ume II: The Secret Operations into Tibet (1957–1962)], Tashi Tsering, ed. (Dharamsala, India:
Amnye Machen Institute, 1998); Tsongkha Lhamo Tsering, Bstan rgol rgyal skyob, Deb tang po, Sku’i
gcen po llha sras rgya lo don grub mchog gi thog ma’i mdsad phyogs dang gus gnyis dbar chab srid ‘brel ba
byung stang skor [Resistance, Volume I: The Early Political Activities of Gyalo Thondup, Older
Brother of H. H. the Dalai Lama, and the Beginnings of My Political Involvement, 1945–1959],
Tashi Tsering, ed. (Dharamsala, India: Amnye Machen Institute, 1992); Phuntsok Tashi Taklha (Stag
llha phun tshogs bkra shis), Mi tshe’i byung ba brjod pa, 3 vols. (Dharamsala, India: Library of Tibetan
Works and Archives, 1995); and Phupa Tsering Tobgye (Phu pa Tse ring sTobs rgyas), Gangs can bstan
srung dang blangs dmag: sMar khams sgang gi rgyal srung dmag ‘thab lo rgyus [The Tibetan Volunteer
Army to Defend Buddhism: The History of Markham’s Battles to Defend Tibet] (Dharamsala, India:
Narthang Press, 1998).

4. Gompo Tashi Andrugtsang, Four Rivers, Six Ranges: A True Account of Khampa Resistance to Chinese



The case of Tibet presents a mostly unexplored example of covert Cold
War military intervention. By the mid-1950s the Tibetan Chushi Gangdrug
army had already deªned the PLA as a threat to Tibetan national security, but
the intervention of the U.S. government provided external conªrmation of
the threat that China posed to Tibet. The covert nature of U.S. military assis-
tance to the Tibetans, however, meant that this external validation was not
presented to the world. Unlike the Korean War, in which Jennifer Milliken ar-
gues that outside intervention constituted “a particularly signiªcant moment
in the broader process of (re)constituting the Western security collectivity,”5

Tibetan resistance to the Chinese remained mostly insigniªcant for much of
the Western world. Resolutions on Tibet at the United Nations (UN) were
introduced by weak, peripheral states—Ireland and Malaya in 1959, and Ma-
laya and Thailand with the support of El Salvador and Ireland in 1961—
albeit often with the encouragement of U.S. diplomats. For the most part, the
United States, even while supporting the Tibetan resistance (and exile govern-
ment), framed the Tibet-China conºict in international forums such as the
UN in the language of human rights rather than of state sovereignty. Among
the many results of this policy is a degree of ambiguity regarding where the
Tibet-China conºicts ªts in terms of academic discourse as well as political
negotiation. Is this conºict purely an “internal issue” as the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) would have it, or is it an international issue, one between two
states, as the Tibetan government-in-exile sees it? Given that at the time of the
PRC’s incorporation of Tibet, Tibet was de facto an independent state,6 and
that multiple states were involved in either actively or involuntarily facilitat-
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in Tibet (Dharamsala, India: Information and Publicity Ofªce, 1973); Dawa Norbu, “The 1959 Ti-
betan Rebellion: An Interpretation,” China Quarterly, Vol. 77 (1979), pp. 74–93; Jamyang Norbu,
Horseman in the Snow: The Story of Aten, an Old Khampa Warrior (Dharamsala, India: Information
Ofªce, Central Tibetan Secretariat, 1979); Jamyang Norbu, “The Tibetan Resistance Movement and
the Role of the C.I.A.,” in Robert Barnett and Shirin Akiner, eds., Resistance and Reform in Tibet
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), pp. 186–196; Kunga Samten Dewatshang, Flight at
the Cuckoo’s Behest: The Life and Times of a Tibetan Freedom Fighter (As Told to His Son Dorjee Wangdi
Dewatshang) (New Delhi: Paljor Publications, 1997); Brief Introduction of Chushi Gangdrug Defend
Tibet Volunteer Force and Welfare Society of Central Dhokham Chushi Gangdrug of Tibet (Delhi: Welfare
Society of Central Dhokham Chushi Gangdrug, 1998); Roger E. McCarthy, Tears of the Lotus: Ac-
counts of Tibetan Resistance to the Chinese Invasion, 1950–1962 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Co,
1997); John Kenneth Knaus, Orphans of the Cold War: America and the Tibetan Struggle for Survival
(New York: Public Affairs, 1999); Kenneth Conboy and James Morrison, The CIA’s Secret War in Tibet
(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2002); and Mikel Dunham, Buddha’s Warriors: The Story of
the CIA-Backed Tibetan Freedom Fighters, the Chinese Communist Invasion, and the Ultimate Fall of
Tibet (New York: Penguin, 2004).

5. Jennifer Milliken, “Intervention and Identity: Reconstructing the West in Korea,” in Jutta Weldes
et al., eds., Cultures of Insecurity: States, Communities, and the Production of Danger (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1999), p. 91.

6. Melvyn Goldstein, A History of Modern Tibet, 1913–1951: The Demise of the Lamaist State (Berke-
ley: University of California, 1989).



ing the Tibetan resistance, it is important to situate discussions of Tibet
within an international framework of analysis.

Anthropology and Cold War Studies

Anthropologists are increasingly turning their attention to studies of the Cold
War. From the study of U.S. intelligence and military operations, especially
among marginalized groups and countries, to the study of weapons complexes
and on to the conceptual and disciplinary apparatuses directing our academic
labor as well as everyday life and international affairs around the world, an-
thropologists are approaching Cold War pasts and post–Cold War presents
with an analytical energy reminiscent of disciplinary debates during the Viet-
nam War.7 In anthropological terms, bringing culture into analyses of politi-
cal and military history provides important vantage points from which to un-
derstand the workings of power, especially in cases of international action and
intervention.8 In the merging of ethnography and Cold War studies, culture
contributes much more than a variable for explaining anomalous phenom-
ena.9 Instead, culture provides and pervades backdrops, logics, and structures
of all parties and institutions involved. Just as an analysis of the Tibetan re-
sistance requires an understanding of the cultural principles that directed
systems of authority and action among the guerrillas, so too does culture have
a latent yet orchestral presence in the actions of the U.S. government in
Asia and elsewhere. As understood by anthropologists, culture is an all-
pervasive and ordered system of meaning that is learned and shared by mem-
bers of a group. Although all cultures are unique and holistic, appearing
habitual or normal to their members, contestation and constraint are also im-
portant elements of culture. Everyday life, political violence, economic sys-
tems, and the state and nation-building projects that characterize the post-
1945 era are all cultural products, in some respects sharing universal features
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7. Examples include Joseph Masco, The Nuclear Borderlands: The Manhattan Project in Post-Cold War
New Mexico (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006); David H. Price, Threatening Anthro-
pology: McCarthyism and the FBI’s Surveillance of Activist Anthropologists (Durham, NC: Duke Univer-
sity Press, 2004); Laura Nader, “The Phantom Factor: Impact of the Cold War on Anthropology,” in
Noam Chomsky et al., The Cold War and the University: Toward an Intellectual History of the Postwar
Years (New York: The New Press, 1997), pp. 107–146; Eric Wakin, Anthropology Goes to War: Profes-
sional Ethics and Counterinsurgency in Thailand (Madison: University of Wisconsin, Center for South-
east Asian Studies, 1992); and Hugh Gusterson, Nuclear Rites: A Weapons Laboratory at the End of the
Cold War (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996).

8. On this point, see Pamela Ballinger, “The Politics of the Past: Redeªning Insecurity along the
‘World’s Most Open Border,’” in Weldes et al., eds., Cultures of Insecurity, pp. 63–90.

9.  “Introduction: Constructing Insecurity,” in Weldes et al., eds., Cultures of Insecurity, pp. 1–33.



and in other respects maintaining an autonomy built on culture and notions
of difference.

Difference has long been a key element of anthropology, speciªcally in
terms of describing and explaining the “otherness” of cultures outside Euro-
American norms.10 John Borneman argues that in the United States, anthro-
pology’s focus on global otherness, rather than solely on different communi-
ties within the nation, aligns the discipline (intentionally or not) with the
conceptual apparatus of foreign policy.11 Early anthropological concepts used
in analyses of American Indian communities, for example, helped shape U.S.
policy toward these communities. The policies in turn became a template for
state strategies vis-à-vis non-European foreigners.12 In highlighting the politi-
cal applications of native/other anthropological categories, Borneman argues
that “through its institutionalized focus on deªning the foreign, anthropology
may best be thought of as a form of foreign policy.”13

In the case of the Tibetan resistance, the outline of CIA programs and
training drew on prior operations, with modiªcations made while the Tibet
program was under way.14 The modiªcations were usually made or suggested
by CIA ofªcers in the ªeld with the Tibetans, rather than those back in
Langley. The Tibet operation both did and did not ªt into Cold War models;
it lasted signiªcantly longer than most CIA operations and was a project built
on a lack of anthropological or intelligence information.15 In both its anoma-
lous and its conforming aspects, the Tibet-CIA connection was an important
part of the foreign relations of both countries for two decades.

Recently, anthropologists and international relations scholars have begun
a sustained discussion of how the theoretical arguments of each ªeld push the
other to further clarity or to revision of long-established disciplinary thought.
The most provocative example of this joint enterprise is the edited volume
Cultures of Insecurity: States, Communities, and the Production of Danger, in
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10. On the concepts of difference and otherness in anthropology, see Johannes Fabian, Time and the
Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983).

11. John Borneman, “American Anthropology as Foreign Policy,” American Anthropologist, Vol. 97,
No. 4 (1995), pp. 663–672.

12. Ibid., p. 667.

13. Ibid., p. 665. See also the articles in Talal Asad, ed., Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter (Lon-
don: Ithaca Press, 1973); Dell Hymes, ed., Reinventing Anthropology (New York: Pantheon Press,
1972); and George Stocking, ed., Colonial Situations: Essays in the Contextualization of Ethnographic
Knowledge (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991).

14. On failed attempts to teach nation-building to the Tibetans, see Knaus, Orphans of the Cold War.

15. On other special operations in Asia, see Richard J. Aldrich et al., eds., The Clandestine Cold War
in Asia, 1945–65: Western Intelligence, Propaganda, and Special Operations (London: Frank Cass,
2000).



which an interdisciplinary team of scholars convincingly show the value of
considering culture and the state within the same analytical frame.16 In a fore-
word to the volume, the anthropologist George Marcus argues forcefully for
an ethnographic engagement with the mainstream of international relations,
as well as a critique built on the terms of the ªeld itself.17 His proposal is ex-
pressly anthropological because, as all beginning anthropology students learn,
the goal of ethnography is to combine emic (inside) perspectives with etic
(outside) perspectives in our collection and analyses of data. One example of
such an ethnographic endeavor is Hugh Gusterson’s study of the Lawrence
Livermore nuclear weapons laboratory. Gusterson describes his work as not
just providing a constructivist alternative to the mostly positivist nuclear stud-
ies, but also as breaking with “the radical separation of the domestic and inter-
national levels of analysis that has been a deªning feature of dominant think-
ing in international security studies, especially (neo)realism.”18 Understanding
U.S. nuclear weapons projects requires understanding the culture of nuclear
weapons laboratories, including the relations of weapons scientists to local in-
stitutions, national movements, and international politics.19

The study of CIA involvement in the Tibetan resistance is no different.
An assessment of this complicated relationship is predicated on ethnographic
understandings of the various groups involved. Rather than looking solely at
political costs and strategies, an ethnographic approach begins with an expla-
nation of the cultural factors that drive the operative political calculus within
which costs, strategies, and the like are determined. The CIA has been subject
to much more rigorous (though not necessarily ethnographic) evaluation than
has the Tibetan resistance.20 In this article, therefore, my focus is primarily on
the Chushi Gangdrug resistance army as interpreted by three groups—the re-
sistance itself, the Tibetan government-in-exile, and agents of the U.S. gov-
ernment. Although each group presents itself as uniªed, they actually com-
prise individuals and factions whose views range from consent to dissent in
relation to the group’s center. A closer look at the resistance allows us to see
more clearly how the making of the refugee Tibetan community and exile Ti-
betan state was tied into Cold War politics at global as well as local levels.
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16. Weldes et al., eds., Cultures of Insecurity.

17. George Marcus, “Foreword,” in Weldes et al, eds., Cultures of Insecurity, pp. vii-xix.

18. Gusterson, Nuclear Rites, p. 223.

19. Ibid.

20. Wise, The Politics of Lying; Victor Marchetti and John Marks, The CIA and the Cult of Intelligence
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974); Chris Mullin, “Tibetan Conspiracy,” Far Eastern Economic Re-
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The Founding of Chushi Gangdrug

The Tibetan resistance began as a series of independent uprisings in the east-
ern region of Kham (Khams). In 1949 and 1950, ofªcials of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) and PLA took over the administration of villages
throughout Kham, and eventually in all of Tibet. This “liberation” of the Ti-
betans was initially tempered by a policy of relative generosity and tolerance
in terms of the changes made in the region. However, as sweeping changes
were gradually introduced, the situation deteriorated. Local lay and religious
leaders were stripped of power, and much that had previously deªned normal
life in Kham was disturbed. Khampa villagers from all social backgrounds
soon began to rise up in protest. These protests were often coordinated by the
families and monastic leaders whose authority the Chinese had attempted to
undermine. As conditions worsened in the region, people began to head west
toward Lhasa, the Tibetan capital.

Khampa Tibetans entering the Lhasa area set up camps on the outskirts
of the city. Leaders of the various districts of Kham met and devised plans to
sponsor a long-life ceremony for the Dalai Lama and to present him with a
golden throne. Along with this public show of support for the Dalai Lama,
the leaders decided to unite their formerly separate citizen-soldiers into a
uniªed volunteer army. The independent armies, which had fought under the
name bstan srung dang blangs dmag, or “volunteer troops to defend religion
and country,” now took the name chu bzhi gangs drug dmag, the “Four Rivers
and Six Ranges Army,” in reference to the “four rivers [and] six ranges” of
Kham. On 16 June 1958 the united army known as Chushi Gangdrug held
its inaugural ceremony in the Lhoka region south of Lhasa.21

The inaugural included a cavalry parade, a ritual procession of a photo-
graph of the Dalai Lama, and the unveiling of the newly-designed Chushi
Gangdrug ºag. The ºag consisted of two deities’ swords with a religious thun-
derbolt and lotus ºowers on the handles set against a background of yellow,
the color of Buddhism.22 The army’s headquarters, along with a secretariat
and ªnance department, were established at Triguthang with a total of
roughly 5,000 volunteer soldiers. Four of the volunteers were selected as top
commanders, ªve were chosen as liaison ofªcers between the army and the
community, ªve others were to take care of supplies and equipment, eighteen
were designated as ªeld commanders, and a captain was appointed for each
group of ten soldiers.23 Altogether, thirty-seven units of varying size, grouped
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21. Andrugtsang, Four Rivers, Six Ranges.

22. Ibid.

23. Ibid.



by district of origin and assigned names corresponding to letters of the Ti-
betan alphabet (e.g., ka, kha, ga, nga), were organized.24 The commanders
drew up a code of conduct with twenty-seven rules including prohibitions
against stealing, rape, entering houses while on a mission, and harming inno-
cent people. The code also stipulated that soldiers were to protect local people
from bandits. This last rule was important because the Chinese authorities
had been paying bandits, who roamed throughout Tibet, to pose as Chushi
Gangdrug soldiers who would terrorize villages, steal, rape women and nuns,
and kill innocent people.25 A merit system was also introduced, including, for
example, a cash prize of 500 Indian rupees for the capture of a Chinese army
ofªcer’s possessions or documents.26

The founding of Chushi Gangdrug served not just to unify disparate
groups in their resistance to the Chinese, but also to institutionalize interna-
tional resistance activities already under way. Following the signing of the
“Seventeen-Point Agreement” between China and Tibet on 17 May 1951,
several high-ranking Tibetan ofªcials, including Prime Minister Lhukhang
and one of the Dalai Lama’s elder brothers, Gyalo Thondup, decided to travel
to India to consult with Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Part of the
advice Nehru gave them was to encourage a people’s democratic movement
that would be recognized by the world as a legitimate alternative to the Chi-
nese. Lhukhang and Gyalo Thondup conveyed this information to Lord
Chamberlain Phala, who in turn encouraged such a development in Lhasa.
The Mimang Tsogpa (mi mang tshogs pa), or People’s Party, was soon formed
under the leadership of Alo Chhonzed, with sixty-two members representing
all three provinces of Tibet.27 The leaders of Mimang Tsogpa protested the
Dalai Lama’s 1954 trip to China, urging him not to go, and met him in Kham
on his return to Lhasa in 1955. Members of the group also distributed pam-
phlets and put up posters in Lhasa protesting the Chinese presence and call-
ing on Tibetans to unite against the Chinese. Andrug Gompo Tashi, a
Mimang Tsogpa ofªcer who would later lead Chushi Gangdrug, later recalled
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24. Brief Introduction, p. 3; and Tachen, interview, Kathmandu, 23 April 1998.

25. Lobsang Jampa, interview, Kathmandu, November 1997. See also Andrugtsang, Four Rivers, Six
Ranges; and Thubten Khentsun (Thub bstan mKhas bstun), dKa’a sdug ‘og gi byung pa brjod pa [A Tale
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26. Lobsang Jampa, interview, Kathmandu, November 1997; and Tachen, interview, Kathmandu,
November 1997. According to several resistance veterans, these rewards were hypothetical only.

27. Gyato Kelsang, interview, New York City, 12 April 2000. See also Alo Chhonzed, Bod kyi gnas lugs
bden ‘dzin sgo phye ba’i lde mig zhes bya ba a lo chos mdzad kyi gdams, spyi lo 1920 nas 1982 bar [The
Key That opens the Door of Truth to the Tibetan Situation: Materials on Modern Tibetan History]
(Canberra: self-published, 1983); and Tsering Shakya, The Dragon in the Land of Snows: A History of
Modern Tibet since 1947 (London: Pimlico, 1999), pp. 144–147.



distributing leaºets that “exhorted all Tibetans to unite and protect their free-
dom and country in an active and not—what was until now—passive pos-
ture.”28

In 1956, as conditions worsened in Kham, including the bombing of
four monastic complexes, Mimang Tsogpa began a series of public protests
against the Chinese. They delivered a letter of protest directly to the Chinese
authorities calling on Chinese forces to leave Tibet.29 The Chinese authorities
demanded that the Tibetan government arrest those responsible. The local
ofªcials arrested three of the organizers, one of whom later died in jail. In the
meantime, many Tibetans, who were secretly meeting in Lhasa and elsewhere
to determine what could be done, all arrived at the same conclusion—that
outside help was needed. A group of Khampa Tibetan traders met with Gyalo
Thondup to ask him to contact foreign countries for military aid, unaware
that the Americans had already approached him regarding the situation in Ti-
bet.30 In the summer of 1956, the Far East Division of the CIA had decided to
support the independent Tibetan resistance in their ªght against the Chinese.
Gyalo Thondup sent the traders back to Lhasa, where they linked up with
Andrug Gompo Tashi and began to organize the resistance army.

Chushi Gangdrug’s military inauguration in 1958 angered the Chinese
authorities, who began to pressure the Tibetan government to disband the
volunteer army. On several occasions the Tibetan government sent emissaries
to Chushi Gangdrug headquarters, some of whom ended up joining the resis-
tance.31 The volunteer army included battalions from the northeast region of
Amdo as well as troops from Central Tibet and even several Nationalist Chi-
nese soldiers, but was composed mostly of troops from the eastern region of
Kham. Thus, although the resistance army was a pan-Tibetan unit, it was
dominated by Khampa Tibetans, a phenomenon never fully appreciated by
outsiders.

The Eagle and the Snow Lion

The United States and Tibet do not have a long history of governmental rela-
tions. Contact was ªrst made under President Franklin Roosevelt in 1942,
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28. Andrugtsang, Four Rivers, Six Ranges, p. 40.

29. Gyato Kelsang, interview; Lobsang Jampa, interview; and Ratu Ngawang, interview, Delhi, 5 De-
cember 1997. See also Andrugtsang, Four Rivers, Six Ranges.

30. Gyalo Thondup, interview, Kalimpong, June 1999. See also Tsering, Bstan rgol rgyal skyob,
pp. 25–31.

31. Paljor Jigme Namling (rNam gling dPal ‘byor ‘Jig med), Mi tshe’i lo rgyus dang ‘bril yod sna tshogs
[My Life History and Other Stories] (Dharamsala, India: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives,
1998). See also Khentsun, dKa’a sdug ‘og gi byung pa brjod pa.



shortly after the United States had entered World War II. The U.S. govern-
ment wanted to transport supplies over and through Tibet to troops in China.
Roosevelt sent two undercover Ofªce of Strategic Services envoys to Lhasa to
seek approval.32 The mission was successful, but the next interaction between
the two countries did not come until 1947–1948 when a Tibetan trade mis-
sion, traveling on Tibetan passports, came to the United States as part of a
global mission to strengthen Tibet’s international economic and political rela-
tions at a time of growing political pressure from China.

With the Communist takeover in China in 1949, U.S. interest in Tibet
grew exponentially. Histories of the Tibetan resistance, therefore, are not just
Tibetan histories but a part of the broader history of the Cold War. Tibet had
an important role in U.S. Cold War strategy in Asia as both a counter to
Communist China and a facilitator of U.S. relations with Pakistan and In-
dia.33 Although many Americans who were politically involved with Tibet at
this time developed strong personal support for the Tibetans, Tibet remained
for the U.S. government, as it had been for the British, a “pawn on the impe-
rial chessboard.”34 The Tibetans themselves, to use the words of a former CIA
ofªcer, were thus “orphans of the Cold War.”35

South Asia was never divorced from Cold War politics.36 The departure
of the British from India in 1947 led to the partition of the subcontinent and
the emergence of the independent states of India and Pakistan. The two coun-
tries were quickly embroiled in a contentious dispute with each other and
were also pulled into Cold War battles involving the United States, the Soviet
Union, and the PRC. Pakistan was ªrst closely linked with the United States
and then later on with China. India took a different route, publicly proclaim-
ing a nonaligned status while secretly courting and being courted by Wash-
ington, Moscow, and Beijing. The secretive, constantly changing, and often
contradictory allegiances among governments in the 1950s and 1960s re-
sulted in several armed conºicts—the Sino-Indian War of 1962, the Indo-
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Pakistani War of 1965, the ongoing insurgency in Kashmir, and the Tibetan
conºict with China.37

It was China that pulled South Asia into the Cold War, often over border
disputes involving Tibet. Tibet’s new status as an occupied country and a site
of Cold War conºict was a signiªcant departure from its status in the preced-
ing ªfty years. During the ªrst half of the twentieth century, Tibet kept a low
international proªle.38 Its afªliation with China, based on a religious-political
relationship, ended when the Qing Dynasty fell. From 1911 on, Tibet was an
independent state, uninvolved in any of the world wars but ideologically and
religiously supporting the Allies in World War II. In turn, the British and later
the Americans encouraged Tibetan political independence, though only to
the point where it would not seriously upset China. Despite ideological and
other differences between successive Chinese regimes, each was interested in
bringing Tibet within the Chinese political orbit.39 Mao Zedong’s China was
no different in that respect.

From the start, Mao announced that his intention was to “liberate” Tibet
and restore it to the Chinese motherland.40 He was true to his word—Chinese
troops entered eastern Tibet in the spring of 1950 and quickly secured control
over all of Tibet by occupying Lhasa in the fall of 1950. After an initial period
of attempted cooperation with the Chinese, the situation disintegrated rap-
idly for the Tibetans. In eastern Tibet, people began a series of independent
revolts, which the Chinese brutally suppressed using air strikes and ground
warfare. The U.S. government had offered aid to the Tibetan government af-
ter China invaded, and the Tibetans asked the United States for military aid
in 1955. The CIA established its Tibet program the next year. An initial
group of six Tibetans were trained on the island of Saipan and then air-
dropped into Tibet. In the meantime, the previously independent groups of
Tibetans who had been ªghting the Chinese were brought into the united re-
sistance movement. CIA training of Tibetan soldiers continued in the United
States, ªrst at a secret site in Virginia and then, starting in May 1958, at the
equally secret Camp Hale in Leadville, Colorado. Over the next six years, sev-
eral hundred Tibetans were trained at Camp Hale in a variety of guerrilla war-
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fare techniques such as paramilitary operations, bomb building, map making,
photographic surveillance, radio operation techniques, and intelligence col-
lection.

“The [Tibetans] were the best men I worked with,” says Tony Poe, a re-
tired CIA ofªcer who trained the Tibetan soldiers and later worked in Laos.
Poe is believed to be the real-life model for the character of Kurtz in Apoca-
lypse Now.41 He and the other American instructors are remembered fondly by
the Tibetans themselves. “They were good people” (mi yag po red) is a com-
mon refrain I heard during my research. Despite the mutual admiration of the
Tibetans and Americans, a series of misunderstandings marred the relation-
ship. The United States was mainly interested in preventing the spread of
Communism rather than providing serious and committed aid to Tibet.42 A
second, and more serious, misunderstanding remains unexplored in most dis-
cussions of the resistance—namely, the importance of regional allegiances and
identities within the Tibetan community.

Tibetan social and political divisions were far more complex than is often
realized. The importance of such afªliations was not fully recognized by CIA
ofªcers involved in the Tibetan project. This oversight had a dual impact—
ªrst, it impaired the U.S. government’s ability to administer and advise the re-
sistance; second, it complicated the internal dynamics and organization of the
resistance, affecting relations with the United States and the trajectory of the
resistance in general. Three factors help to explain this shortcoming. First,
U.S. intelligence analysts had little information about Tibet. What they did
know was based on British sources that downplayed the importance of re-
gional variations and focused mainly on Lhasa. Although the British Chinese
Consular Service had ofªcials posted in eastern Tibet, the bulk of Britain’s in-
formation about Tibet was collected by ofªcers associated with British India
and focused on central Tibet. Second, the primary contact between the Amer-
icans and the Tibetans was Gyalo Thondup, who was from the northeast re-
gion of Amdo and thus not always sympathetic to Khampa systems of author-
ity. Finally, only one CIA ofªcer could speak any Tibetan.43 Communication
was otherwise done through Tibetan and Mongolian interpreters, whose
knowledge of English ranged from superb to rudimentary.
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The CIA ofªcers’ failure to recognize the importance of regional identity
for the Tibetans was ironically at odds with the ofªcers’ strong personal admi-
ration of the soldiers they trained. According to resistance veterans, this mis-
understanding proved disastrous in several respects. The CIA vetoed soldiers’
suggestions to organize operations around native-place and regional alle-
giances. On one occasion, a crack unit of guerrillas were sent against their
wishes into an area of Tibet in which they did not have local support. They
were ambushed by the Chinese, and all but one were killed.44 On a broader
level, the administration of the resistance was hindered because of misinter-
pretations of connections between the different leaders of the resistance, and
between the leaders and the soldiers. The CIA’s military-style ranking of the
men was based on an achieved status, whereas among the guerrillas them-
selves achievement and military prowess did not outrank ascribed statuses.
For the most part, the leaders were men with long-established social power
that was legitimated through the same sort of personal and place connections
that existed in Tibet prior to the Chinese invasion. The resistance force, de-
spite being a uniªed army, retained strong elements of autonomy and alle-
giance based on native-place networks. The district-based loyalties of soldiers
and battalions were at times subordinated to their allegiances to the united re-
sistance, but at other times these loyalties were parallel to or even greater than
their commitment to the army. U.S. efforts to organize battalions according
to a place-neutral scheme were unsuccessful. Until the end, military resistance
operations were primarily organized around native place-based encampments.

Region and the Tibetan Resistance

Prior to 1959, Tibet comprised a series of regions connected through shared
cultural traditions, a shared religion, and a variety of political arrangements
that linked the provinces with Lhasa. From 1642 through the 1950s, succes-
sive Dalai Lamas or their regents ruled Tibet. Under the Dalai Lama, the Ti-
betan state combined religion and politics in an administration that encom-
passed ritual and performative aspects of allegiance and extended a high
degree of autonomy to certain areas within its sphere of inºuence.45 Orga-
nized hierarchically, the state was maintained in Lhasa and was represented in
territories outside Lhasa in various forms. In most, though not all, of central
Tibet, aristocratic and monastic leaders from Lhasa governed estates and the
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laborers attached to them. In other parts of Tibet, such as Kham, an estate
system did not exist. Instead, affairs were mostly controlled by hereditary
kings, chiefs, and lamas, some of whom belonged to lineages initially ap-
pointed by the Fifth Dalai Lama. Among them were leaders antagonistic to
the central Tibetan government even when respectful of the Dalai Lama. As
such, the structures and dynamics of state-local relations, far from being con-
sistent throughout Tibet, varied widely in different regions as well as over
time.

The region of Kham consists of more than thirty districts, referred to as
pha yul. Each district is composed of a series of villages and monasteries of
varying sizes and sects, often separated by huge mountain ranges and the
rivers that cut through them. Systems of governance prior to 1950 varied by
district—some were kingdoms, others were chiefdoms, and still others were
governed by hereditary lamas.46 A handful of the districts were led by ofªcials
directly appointed by Lhasa or by the Chinese authorities in Sichuan. Rela-
tions between districts—and between monasteries—were often tense. Feud-
ing was common, and bandits roamed the mountainous terrain. Differences
between districts were marked in both secular and sacred ways, through dia-
lect, clothing, and ornamentation, as well as through lamas, sects, and the dei-
ties associated with local landscapes. Not all districts or monasteries were as-
sumed equal, and some were nominally or entirely under the stewardship of
others. Despite the pronounced differences between regions, outside views of
Tibet have tended to focus on Lhasa. To some extent, this has led to extrapo-
lation from central Tibetan sociopolitical conªgurations to the rest of Tibet
without taking due account of regional variations.

The Chushi Gangdrug resistance force was organized in ways that
reºected the sociopolitical frameworks of eastern Tibet rather than the aristo-
cratic and monastic hierarchies of central Tibet. On the battleªeld, trust, loy-
alty, and familiarity were crucial. Guerrilla units were based on native-place
afªliations, with troops from the same district forming a unit. Leaders of the
units were often the same men who had been leaders in their districts—men
from elite families or wealthy traders. Although these systems of power and
authority were not designed to be as ºexible or collaborative as the uniªed re-
sistance required, they were the system used for military units during the en-
tire period.

The “supreme leader” of the resistance was Andrug Gompo Tashi, a
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trader from the eastern Tibetan district of Lithang. Although some of the
leaders of these native-place battalions had sociopolitical status greater than
that of Andrug Gompo Tashi, his status as head of the Chushi Gangdrug re-
sistance was unchallenged. As a result, an inordinate number of men who rose
to positions of prominence within the resistance were from Andrug Gompo
Tashi’s district of Lithang.

In addition to Andrug Gompo Tashi, Gyalo Thondup was the other ma-
jor ªgure of the resistance. Gyalo Thondup was one of several intermediaries
between the Tibetan and U.S. governments and was the main liaison between
Chushi Gangdrug and the United States. Although other Tibetans had taken
part in discussions with U.S. agents in both India and Nepal in the early
1950s regarding Tibetan resistance to the Chinese, Gyalo’s status as brother of
the Dalai Lama trumped the connections that any other Tibetan had to offer.
In the eyes of the U.S. government, Gyalo was not just an intermediary; he
was the chief architect of the Tibetan resistance.47 However, the Chushi
Gangdrug soldiers themselves did not always view Gyalo Thondup’s position
so favorably. For the soldiers, Gyalo was more of a patron than a leader of the
resistance, an intermediary of the highest status, responsible for managing
U.S. aid. As the brother of the Dalai Lama and a native of the northeast re-
gion of Amdo, Gyalo Thondup was a worldly individual educated in China
and a political ªgure who operated at levels well above those of the average re-
sistance soldier and of their mostly provincial leaders (including Andrug
Gompo Tashi). Hence, Gyalo was—and still is—seen as a benefactor of the
resistance. In the minds of resistance soldiers, Gyalo was the unofªcial and at
times renegade ofªcial for the Tibetan government-in-exile who coordinated
both Tibetan and external support for the resistance.

The status of patron is an esteemed one in Tibetan society. The contribu-
tions of a patron are acknowledged and praised, and the patron’s efforts bol-
ster rather than detract from the authority of the group being sponsored. For
resistance members, Gyalo Thondup’s contributions to the resistance did not
outweigh those of Andrug Gompo Tashi but were assessed differently and
were accorded different historical weight within the organization. In contrast,
the CIA dealt with Chushi Gangdrug mostly through Gyalo Thondup, rather
than taking account of the horizontal divisions within the group’s ranks or the
authority of Andrug Gompo Tashi, whose inºuence continued well after his
death in 1964.

In line with these trends in leadership and organization, the resistance
saw itself as a mostly autonomous entity. In exile, veterans depict the resis-
tance organization as having been an equal partner to, rather than subordinate
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of, the U.S. and Tibetan governments. The inability of the Tibetan govern-
ment’s own army to ªght against the PLA, along with the necessarily secret re-
lationship between Chushi Gangdrug and Lhasa, enabled the resistance to en-
joy a large measure of autonomy vis-à-vis the Tibetan government that carried
over into exile. Indeed, relations between the resistance and the Tibetan gov-
ernment army were never more than lukewarm. Although some army ofªcers
joined the resistance, others had disdain for the guerrilla force.48 The Tibetan
resistance movement was not a creation of the CIA, of Gyalo Thondup, of the
Tibetan government, or even of Andrug Gompo Tashi. Rather, it was a grass-
roots organization formed in response to Chinese oppression. The managed
autonomy that deªned the Chushi Gangdrug battalions in Tibet continued
into organizational efforts in exile. The many leaders of the group were as-
sisted but not directed by outsiders.

This last point—the guerrillas’ view of the resistance as an autonomous
organization—is not to be brushed aside. Time and again, former leaders and
soldiers explained to me that the Chushi Gangdrug’s decisions about policy
and actions were internal affairs. This was true of activities both inside and
outside Tibet. For example, after the escape of the Dalai Lama into exile in
March 1959 and almost a full year of battles with the PLA, many Chushi
Gangdrug units had to ºee to India. Once in India, the soldiers were not al-
lowed to cross the border back into Tibet, and many took jobs building roads
in Sikkim. Displeased with this situation and anxious to continue the strug-
gle, they sent messages to Andrug Gompo Tashi and Gyalo Thondup in
Kalimpong asking that a meeting be convened. More than 200 leaders and
3,000 soldiers of Chushi Gangdrug subsequently gathered in Gangtok to dis-
cuss their options, including the popular suggestion that they return to Tibet
to resume ªghting. The participants approved three major decisions: ªrst, to
appoint two Chushi Gangdrug representatives to each ofªce of the Tibetan
government-in-exile; second, to set up military operations in Mustang in
neighboring Nepal; and third, to accept aid from the United States rather
than Taiwan, which had tried to recruit Tibetans in India to serve in the Tai-
wanese army. The meeting in Gangtok, and especially the decision to con-
tinue sending men to the United States for military training and to establish
the Mustang army camp, gave new life to Chushi Gangdrug operations in ex-
ile. The meeting instilled in many Tibetans an admiration of and hope in the
United States that continues to this day. Although the admiration was mutual
for Americans working closely with the Tibetans, sentiment at higher levels
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regarding Tibet was less personal and more practical—what could the Tibet-
ans do for the United States?

Documents, Wristwatches, Histories

In November 1961, CIA Director Allen Dulles appeared at a meeting of the
U.S. National Security Council’s Special Group carrying an unusual item—
the bloodstained and bullet-riddled pouch of a Chinese army commander.49

No less graphic than the pouch was what it contained—more than 1,600
classiªed Chinese documents described as not merely an “intelligence gold-
mine” but “the best intelligence coup since the Korean War.”50 The pouch
and documents were well traveled, having been carried on foot by Tibetan
guerrillas out of Tibet through Nepal and into India, where they were
whisked away to the United States on transport aircraft. The Tibetan soldiers
who captured the documents were part of the Chushi Gangdrug volunteer
army’s Mustang force.

The Tibetans did not enjoy uniform support in Washington.51 In the
early 1960s, with the transition from the Eisenhower to the Kennedy admin-
istration, senior ofªcials debated whether the covert operation in Tibet should
be continued.52 Allen Dulles’ dramatic introduction of the blood-stained bag
literally “shot through with explanation” could not have been better timed.53

The documents in the pouch were of priceless value to the U.S. government.
At the time, little intelligence information existed about the PRC. China pre-
sented itself as a perfectly functioning state, one that was militarily secure,
with a population that was ºourishing. The documents revealed just the op-
posite: that the Great Leap Forward had failed catastrophically and had led to
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widespread famine in China, and that serious internal problems had arisen in
the military and the party.54 The importance of these documents to the CIA
was unparalleled, and the scholarly community responded in kind when the
materials were released several years later.55 Nowhere, however, was it revealed
how the U.S. government had obtained the documents. Although President
John F. Kennedy approved the continuation of the Tibetan project, the story
of the men who captured the documents remained a secret.

The Tibetan government was also interested in the documents, though
for a different reason. After leaving Lhasa, the only evidence the Tibetan gov-
ernment could obtain of the atrocities committed by Chinese troops was the
oral testimony of Tibetan refugees. These testimonies were valuable but not as
valuable as hard documentary evidence. The materials captured by the guer-
rillas contained crucial and tragic conªrmation of the magnitude of violence
in Tibet. The documents showed that in Lhasa alone more than 87,000 Ti-
betans had been killed by the Chinese military from March 1959 through
September 1960. This evidence of Chinese atrocities was invaluable for the
Tibetan government when it presented its case in the diplomatic language of
international law. For the Tibetan government-in-exile, as for the CIA, the
substance of the documents was what mattered rather than tales of how and
by whom they had been obtained. The Dalai Lama’s autobiography, pub-
lished in 1990, indicates that the documents were “captured by Tibetan free-
dom ªghters during the 1960s.”56

Considering the importance accorded to the documents by the U.S. and
Tibetan governments, one might expect that the former guerrillas would
highlight this event in their narrations of resistance history. But as I soon
found, this is not the case at all. They neither begin nor end their accounts
with any mention of the documents, and they often did not refer to them at
all. Why is it that this particular achievement so valued by the U.S. and Ti-
betan governments, is not remotely as memorable for the former soldiers?

Following the 1959 Tibetan exodus into South Asia, the resistance oper-
ated out of Mustang, the ethnic Tibetan kingdom that jutted up from the
borders of northern Nepal into Tibet. In Mustang, the men established camps
from which they could periodically sneak across the border into Tibet, raiding
army camps, dynamiting roads, stealing animals, and collecting information
and transmitting it by radio to the United States. One of their goals was to
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ambush PLA convoys, kill the soldiers, and conªscate all their weapons, sup-
plies, and materials. On one especially successful raid they captured a large
pouch stuffed with documents. The documents were all in Chinese, a lan-
guage that none of the Tibetans could read. A veteran named Lobsang Jampa
was one of the few who did mention the documents to me. He recalled:

There was a man called Gen Rara. He was very popular among us. He led an at-
tack on the Chinese and secured some very important documents from a Chi-
nese ofªcial. This proved very useful to us. . . . We sent those documents on. But
I don’t know what they were about.57

Other veterans who referred to the documents were similarly nonplussed.
In Pokhara, Wangyal Lama explained, “our soldiers attacked Chinese trucks
and seized some documents of the Chinese government. After that the Ameri-
cans increased our pay scale. Nobody knew what the contents of those docu-
ments were. At that time, questions weren’t asked. If you asked too many
questions, others would be suspicious of you.”58 Baba Yeshi, the general who
was in charge of operations in Mustang, said that

a group of thirty Tibetans on horse traveled into Tibet. . . . Nine days later the
group returned with uniforms, hats, diaries, Chinese government documents,
and a lot of ammunition. . . . All that was captured resulted from the ambush of
two Chinese convoys in western Tibet. [I] sent the diaries and government doc-
uments to Darjeeling. . . . [Later] four CIA ofªcials congratulated me on over-
coming such difªcult initial conditions and praised me for our success in attack-
ing the Chinese. As a reward the CIA gave me an Omega chronograph.59

Apparently, the Americans did not realize that the Tibetans had discrimi-
nating tastes in timepieces. Khampas had dominated the transnational Ti-
betan trade industry, and many of the resistance soldiers were former traders
who possessed a sophisticated knowledge of the market value (and not just the
use value) of international commodities. On this topic, Lobsang Jampa adds
that at an earlier time “we were also given Omega wrist watches by the Ameri-
can instructors. They also gave us one trunk full of other watches. These
watches were of cheap quality, and some of our soldiers did not want them.”60

What the soldiers did want was the restoration of Tibet to the rule of the
Dalai Lama and the opportunity to return to their homes—that is, for life to
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return to “normal.” Captured documents of unknown importance were but a
small victory and, at that particular moment, difªcult to regard as a concrete
step toward their goal. The marginality of the Tibetans to broader U.S. Cold
War goals vis-à-vis China and beyond was the result of a larger set of dis-
courses, institutions, and experiences. Yet, as Anna Tsing has shown in the
case of the Meratus in Indonesia, people often engage and challenge their
marginality.61 One way that Tibetan soldiers dealt with this marginality was
by denying it. They placed the resistance, unlike the Omega watches, squarely
within the realm of the valuable. Many of them were convinced that they
would defeat China diplomatically if not militarily and return to Tibet well
within their lifetimes.

The Mustang Generation: Tibetan Resistance
Operations in South Asia

Hope for Tibet was cultivated in action. As long as the Mustang army was ac-
tively engaged in strikes against China, the soldiers felt they were contributing
to the collective project of regaining Tibet. Mustang’s geographic location
made it a politically strategic, albeit geographically difªcult, base for resis-
tance operations in Tibet. Following the Gangtok resistance meeting, the men
who were chosen as leaders were sent for training in the United States, and
other recruits received training in India before heading to Mustang. In Mus-
tang itself, CIA-trained graduates provided instruction to other soldiers. U.S.
assistance to the Tibetans in Mustang began during the ªrst year of opera-
tions, at a time when the guerrillas were in dire straits. Two airdrops of sup-
plies (arms, ammunition, food, etc.) were made in 1962 and another in 1965.
Through 1969, the CIA provided ªnancial assistance to the Tibetan resis-
tance movement via the intelligence headquarters in Delhi. Even after the
CIA’s role ended, however, the Mustang-based operations continued for an-
other ªve years.

The guerrillas referred to the Mustang force as the “Lo Army,” which was
divided into battalions of approximately 100 men each.62 Each battalion con-
ducted military exercises and received weaponry and warfare training. The
battalions rotated in and out of Tibet, traveling at night and sleeping in the
forest or in boulder ªelds during the day. Their activities in Tibet were a com-
bination of guerrilla maneuvers and intelligence-gathering. They carried out
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raids in the summertime, when the mountain passes were still covered with
snow but the danger of frostbite was less. Resistance life was not romantic and
was plagued by the uncertainties of external support, by internal squabbles,
and by changing relations with the local Mustang population. The resistance
beneªted not only from the support of the King of Mustang, but also from
the silent consent of the Nepali government.

Nepali ofªcials, including King Birendra himself, visited Mustang for
discussions with resistance leaders, and Nepali intelligence ofªcers were sta-
tioned in Mustang throughout the years of operations. Just as the government
of Nepal was aware of the Tibetan presence in Mustang, so too was the gov-
ernment of India cognizant of Tibetan resistance activities originating in
South Asia. The difference was that India not only knew about the revitalized
Chushi Gangdrug activities but was also, along with the United States, a di-
rect participant in them.

In addition to the Mustang guerrilla force, the Chushi Gangdrug pur-
sued a number of other efforts from exile. The CIA continued to parachute
groups of Colorado-trained soldiers into Tibet for operations throughout the
country.63 Tibetan guerrilla units also entered Tibet on foot from India for in-
telligence-gathering missions. Unlike in Nepal, however, the Tibetan units in
India were not independent of local militias or government. Instead, they
were incorporated into them. Tibetans were trained by the Indian Central In-
telligence Bureau (CIB) and, after training, would either stay with the CIB or
go on to a leadership post in a new Tibetan force in the Indian military. On
14 November 1962, in the midst of a Sino-Indian border war, the Special
Frontier Force (SFF), an all-Tibetan force popularly known as “Establishment
22,” was formed.64

The Mustang Tibetans regarded the SFF as the Chushi Gangdrug branch
in India. In addition to Establishment 22, the Indian Ministry of Home Af-
fairs set up an Indo-Tibetan Border Police Force (ITBF) under its auspices in
October 1962. Both forces were stationed in border areas. As understood by
the Tibetans, the ITBF included Tibetans in its ranks, whereas Establishment
22 was speciªcally created “to restore independence to Tibet.”65 Based in
Dehra Dun, the SFF was initially trained by both U.S. and Indian ofªcers but
was led by four Tibetan commanders—Ratu Ngawang, Gyatso Dhondup,
Jampa Kalden, and Jampa Wangdu. Both Ratu and Gyatso were from
Lithang, Andrug Gompo Tashi’s district; Jampa Kalden was from Chamdo;
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and Jampa Wangdu was from Lhasa.66 The Americans pulled out of Establish-
ment 22 after U.S. relations with India soured in the 1970s, and the Soviet
State Security Committee (KGB) moved in. The trainers and equipment
changed from American to Soviet.67 In 1971 the Tibetan force was used in In-
dia’s war with East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). Fifty-six Tibetan SFF soldiers
were killed in battle, and 580 Tibetan soldiers were decorated with medals for
bravery by the Indian government.68

Although the withdrawal of American support did not stop activities in
India, it did eventually stymie efforts in Nepal. Several years after U.S. fund-
ing was cut off, the Nepali government ended its policy of turning a blind eye
to covert operations against the PRC from within its borders. Pressured by the
Chinese authorities, the government of Nepal tried to force the guerrillas to
shut things down, publicly calling them “bandits” and claiming not to have
known that guerrillas were there in the ªrst place. Not until 1974, however,
did the Tibetan soldiers ªnally decide to call it quits. Even then, they did so
only in deference to the pleas of the strongest unifying force in the Tibetan ex-
ile community, the Dalai Lama. The Dalai Lama’s brother-in-law carried a
taped message from the Dalai Lama to the soldiers in Mustang by hand. The
Tibetan spiritual leader urged the soldiers to surrender, saying that it would
not be good for them to ªght with the Nepalese army. Having received orders
from the Dalai Lama himself, the guerrillas ªnally ended their operations and
turned over their weapons to Nepali ofªcials.

The resistance operation ended in drama and tragedy: splits within the
organization, six-year-long jail terms in Nepal for a number of the leaders, the
resettlement of many soldiers in lowland refugee camps, preferential treat-
ment for those who cooperated with the Nepali government, and the daring
attempt by one resistance leader and his men to escape to India, only to be
ambushed and killed by the Nepali army. The dissolution of the Mustang
force in 1974 left the Tibetan soldiers in grim circumstances. Many could not
speak Nepali and had no money or obvious means of livelihood. Upon release
from prison, most of them were resettled in refugee camps run by the Nepali
government and the International Committee of the Red Cross. As a result of
political splits within the resistance force, some of the veterans’ camps were
dissociated from the Tibetan government-in-exile.

Nonetheless, even when the Mustang operation was terminated and the
soldiers were scattered about, Chushi Gangdrug continued to operate. The
head ofªce in Darjeeling, and later Delhi and Dharamsala, maintained a po-
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litical and social (and at times antagonistic) presence in the refugee commu-
nity. In Nepal, Mustang veterans formed an organization called “Lo-thik” to
address issues of social and economic welfare. Members of the group were
from all regions of Tibet, and the Lo-thik provided (and still provides) a pen-
sion to veterans based on their years of service. Pension funds are generated
through different Chushi Gangdrug business ventures in Nepal and India. No
pension funds are given to the veterans by either the Tibetan government-in-
exile or the U.S. government.

The end of the Mustang operations marked the close of a speciªc chapter
in the history of the Tibetan resistance. The resistance continues in the form
of Chushi Gangdrug, a social and political organization with a military past,
and as a component of the Indian Army. Yet, the dissolution of the Mustang
army signaled the end of an autonomous Tibetan military force. Although the
U.S. government regarded the Mustang operation as primarily an intelli-
gence-gathering force, the Tibetans themselves viewed their activities as part
of a military battle, not just the gathering of information. For many of the
veterans, the loss of U.S. support and the order from the Dalai Lama to leave
Mustang made them pessimistic about what the future might hold. Nonethe-
less, the support provided by the United States and the close bonds between
Tibetan trainees and CIA instructors sustained the former guerrillas’ belief
that the West in general, and the United States in particular, might provide
help to Tibet in the future. Many observers in the West, however, focused not
so much on the plight of the Tibetan soldiers as on their connection to the
CIA.

Secrets Told and Untold

The story of the “Colorado Tibetans” that opened this article is an example of
how the story of the resistance as a government secret dominates the literature
on the CIA-Tibet connection. As words not quite “unspoken,” but spoken
only to a select few, secrets have the freedom and the license to travel, circulat-
ing not just as acknowledged silences but also as truths to be pursued and re-
vealed. Thus, although many Tibetans feel obliged not to divulge resistance
secrets, outsiders are not bound by the same constraints.69 In the late 1960s
and early 1970s, despite the best efforts of the U.S. and Tibetan governments
to keep things under wraps, bits and pieces of what was going on began to slip
out. A series of investigative and speculative articles appeared, some romanti-

125

The CIA and the Chushi Gangdrug Resistance

69. Georg Simmel, “The Stranger,” in Wolff, ed. and trans., The Sociology of Georg Simmel, pp. 402–
408.



cizing the resistance and others criticizing the CIA, the Tibetan government,
or both.70 Currently, the literature in both English and Tibetan on the resis-
tance is growing, albeit along somewhat different tracks and in both cases giv-
ing away some secrets while still keeping others.71

Admittedly, guerrilla resistance and government intelligence work are, by
their very nature, secretive enterprises. In this case, the history is doubly secret
because of the international political climate at the time—the height of the
Cold War—and because independence remains an elusive goal for the Ti-
betan resistance and exile community. Only recently did the U.S. government
begin releasing information about its involvement with the Tibetan resis-
tance. In Asia, even less ofªcial information is available. The Nepalese govern-
ment publicly denied any knowledge, not to mention approval, of the Tibet-
ans’ use of Nepalese territory for resistance operations. Privately, however, the
King of Nepal had told the U.S. government as far back as 1950 that he was
willing to aid the Tibetans.72 In India today, the public knows little about its
government’s cooperation with the United States in aiding the Tibet resis-
tance.

Indeed, not until April 1978, when rumors began to circulate that the
Ganges, the most sacred river in India, had been polluted by the government,
was there even the slightest public hint of India’s role vis-à-vis Tibet.73 The In-
dian government caused a stir when it acknowledged that the rumors might
be true. It turned out that India and the United States had conducted a series
of secret operations against China in 1965, including the installation of pluto-
nium-239 devices to monitor Chinese missile launches and nuclear explo-
sions on the high reaches of the Himalayan peak of Nanda Devi. Later, when
intelligence teams went to retrieve the sensors, a 33-pound pack containing
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two to three pounds of plutonium could not be found. Intelligence ofªcials
assumed—rightly, as it turned out—that the monitors had been swept away
by an avalanche and had perhaps ended up in the Ganges River, which runs
past Nanda Devi.

Other secrets are only beginning to come to light, such as the revelation
that the Tibetan resistance provided key intelligence information to the U.S.
government, including information about PLA military capacity, internal dis-
sent in China during the Great Leap Forward, and information about the ªrst
Chinese nuclear tests at Lop Nor in northern Tibet.74 Secrets between govern-
ments persist and are a key part of the history of the resistance, yet what for
India, Pakistan, Nepal, and the United States was an ofªcial secret, was for the
Tibetans much more. For the Tibetan community, the story of the resistance
is not just one of clandestine politics or government secrets; rather, it consists
of multiple stories—personal tales of serving the nation and the Dalai Lama,
accounts of the armed struggle for their country, and continuing debates over
facets of communal identity in the exile community.

The resistance was ultimately unsuccessful in regaining Tibet, but that
does not diminish its historical importance for the resistance movement.
Many Chushi Gangdrug veterans consider the resistance a key part of recent
Tibetan history and view their own combat experiences as deªning moments
in their lives. For veterans, the resistance was important in defending Tibet
against the Chinese and in defending and protecting the Dalai Lama in his es-
cape from Tibet. Although one might expect that the story of the popular
armed struggle for Tibet would be at the center of national narratives of mod-
ern Tibet, it is not. Histories of the Tibetan resistance have not yet secured a
place within state-sanctioned national history in exile. One of the reasons that
stories of the Tibetan resistance are not a part of ofªcial Tibetan history is the
Tibetan cultural practice that I call “historical arrest.”75

Set against the backdrop of forty-four years of exile, Chushi Gangdrug
now stands for more than a guerrilla resistance army. Since 1974, Chushi
Gangdrug has had a social and political, not just military, presence in the Ti-
betan community. Cutting across all of these organizational facets, however, is
the predominantly Khampa nature of the organization. Although Tibetans
from other regions participated in the resistance, Khampas still dominate the
leadership posts and the membership, and Chushi Gangdrug is widely per-
ceived as a Khampa organization. As such, the resistance does not easily ªt
into standard narratives of Tibetan struggles against China, which have been
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primarily celebrated as diplomatic or non-violent. The one exception is the
holiday on 10 March commemorating a popular revolt in Lhasa in 1959. By
contrast, there is no community-wide holiday in exile that commemorates the
Chushi Gangdrug resistance. As with sectarian and other alternative histories
of Tibet, the regional inºections of resistance histories are discouraged in fa-
vor of homogenized, and at times sanitized, histories of Tibet. The experi-
ences of Tibetan soldiers, and resistance history in general, remain “subju-
gated knowledges” in the Foucaultian sense, having been “arrested” in favor of
other ways of telling the story.76 The factors that determine what counts as
history are themselves historical and political products rather than ªxed cul-
tural practices. Amid the social and political chaos of Tibetan geographic
dislocation, the possibilities for telling resistance history are generated in and
by local, national, and global forces at work both during and after the Cold
War.

Conclusion: Ethnography and Cold War Studies

How should we tell Chushi Gangdrug history as part of Cold War history?
More fundamentally, should we tell Tibetan resistance history as part of Cold
War history? My work with Tibetan veterans suggests that they see their
struggle as one of Tibetans against the Chinese, rather than a broader interna-
tional effort against Communism. They do, however, regard their struggle as
a joint one in which Tibetans worked with individuals from other countries,
supported by foreign governments—the U.S. and Indian governments,
among others. Although my ªeld notes and interviews include numerous
comments to the effect that “the Americans didn’t really want to help Tibet,
they just wanted to bring down Communism,” overall I ªnd that resistance
veterans, regardless of their current political orientation, are supportive of the
Dalai Lama (though not invariably of the Tibetan government-in-exile),
grateful to the CIA for the help it provided, and proud of the resistance’s part
in the quest for Tibetan independence. Tibetan views of the guerrilla move-
ment are, in this sense, a part of Cold War history—that is, Tibetans were not
just acted on; they were actors in Cold War struggles. Although in under-
standing the Tibetan resistance we must take account of cultural-historical as-
pects unrelated to Communism and global responses to it, we also need to
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pay attention to the constraints imposed by the Cold War on Tibetan actions
and opportunities. Tibetan understandings of the military-political struggle
of 1956–1974 need to be incorporated into our broader study of the United
States and the Cold War in Asia.77

In ªtting Tibet into broader macro-histories of the Cold War, I stress here
the magnitude of understanding the resistance on its own terms before trying
to understand it in relation to the United States. The cultural, historical, and
political context of the resistance is undoubtedly linked at points to the
United States, but resistance existed before the U.S. government got involved
and exists beyond its connections to the United States. The connection to the
United States, though important in its own right, should not obscure other,
equally vital aspects of the resistance, such as the speciªcally Tibetan brand of
organization and administration and the sociopolitical location of the resis-
tance in the Tibetan exile community. We must, therefore, pursue both local
and global levels of inquiry—local in the United States, India, and China, as
well as in Tibet, and global in terms of the broader Cold War context.

In the Tibet-China conºict, securities and insecurities are intimately
bound together. The PRC is ªxed as an objective and external threat, but the
social and cultural meanings associated with this threat are culturally subjec-
tive understandings of the conºict. As understood by the Tibetan guerrillas,
for example, the threat was much more immediate and localized than the
global spread of Communism, which was the main threat perceived by the
U.S. government. Each bundle of insecurities reºects back on cultural imper-
atives and identities, often but not always put into operation through state in-
stitutions and technologies. In regard to the Tibetan resistance, the processes
through which the resistance took place and was categorized were not inevita-
ble or only internal. Rather, these processes were contingent on hegemonic
geohistoric structures and typologies and remain so today.78 The local com-
plexities of cross-cultural Cold War politics, argues anthropologist Joseph
Masco, are to be found in “investigations of how people experience insecuri-
ties across a broader sphere of relationships.”79 In closing, I follow his advice
in suggesting a different sort of Cold War intervention, one that will consider
histories such as that of the Tibetan Chushi Gangdrug resistance not just at
the level of the state but also at the ground level, looking at actors and institu-
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tions such as resistance battalions and CIA training teams. As research contin-
ues on this topic, we may begin to unravel not just the secrets of U.S.-Tibet
relations but also the cultural logics behind them. Only through such collabo-
rative scholarship will a full picture of the Tibetan resistance in all its endeav-
ors, relations, and perspectives be possible.

Acknowledgments

The initial version of this article was prepared for “The Cold War and Its Leg-
acy in Tibet: Great-Power Politics and Regional Security” conference at Har-
vard University. My thanks to Mark Kramer and all at the Cold War Studies
Project at Harvard University for organizing the conference, and to the partic-
ipants and audience for their useful feedback. Thank you also to anonymous
journal reviewers for comments and suggestions, as well as to John Collins,
Eugene Mei, Ann Stoler, Lucien Taylor, and audiences in Berkeley, Boulder,
Chapel Hill, Chicago, and Park City for constructive and critical engagement
with earlier versions of the paper. Research support was provided by the
American Institute of Indian Studies, the Social Science Research Council,
and the Rackham Graduate School at the University of Michigan. Finally,
thanks are owed to the many Tibetan veterans and retired U.S. intelligence
ofªcers who took the time to discuss their stories with me.

130

McGranahan


