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SHADOW FORCE APART, INDIA NEEDS A CHINA PLAN 
With a resolution to the stand-off far away, New Delhi must study how  

Beijing has handled its other boundary disputes 

The mystic, celestial snow lion, ‘Gang Seng Ge’ in local lore, derives its name from the 

Sanskrit Simha. It is the emblem of Tibet showcasing its eternally snow-covered mountains and 

glaciers, even as it symbolises power, strength, fearlessness and the joy of living. It is also the symbol 

and the flag of the intrepid, fearless warriors of the ‘Special Frontier Force’, or the SFF, which has 

figured so prominently in the recent clashes in eastern Ladakh. 

 

Standoff in the heights 

Towards the end of April this year, 4 Motorised and 6 Mechanised Divisions of the Chinese 

Western Theatre Command, having completed their exercises on the edge of the Gobi Desert, took 

to the Xinjiang highway. In a well-planned and rehearsed move, they branched off onto a series of 

feeder roads on the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in eastern Ladakh. Once the troops were in position, 

they initiated multiple incursions across the LAC into what had been “No Man’s Land” patrolled by 

both sides (India and China). This included areas in the Depsang plains threatening the forward 

airstrip of Daulat Beg Oldie as also the north and the south of the expansive Pangong Tso salt water 

lake. 

The world watched in horror, as soldiers of two nuclear armed Asian giants engaged each 

other in a slug fest on the snowy summits of the Himalayas. In the melee that followed, they went at 

each other with clubs studded with barbed wire, machetes and rocks, resulting in serious injuries. 

Not a shot was fired, but the Indian Army which was initially surprised, reacted swiftly and with 

bravery and courage inflicted casualties to the Chinese side. 

The inevitable fallout of these actions was both sides jostling for heights, leading to a 

stalemate. Suddenly, on the night of August 29-30, in a surprise move, the Indian Army turned the 

tables on China by occupying heights that were not only of great tactical importance north and south 

of the Pangong Tso lake as also dominating the Spangur Gap. It was now looking into the innards of 

the Chinese depth localities at Moldo including China’s armour, guns and reserves. This amazing feat 

was accomplished primarily by a Ghost Army, the Special Frontier Force. Who are these super human 

troops? What are their antecedents? They are the dreaded shadow warriors of the SFF. 

 

Working in the shadows 

During the era of the “Great Game”, the British employed natives to patrol their own lands, 

which included Tibetans. It was the Mustang Base in the Northern Border Range that escorted the 

14th Dalai Lama to safety to India during the 1959 rebellion. As a consequence of the 1962 war, the 

Jawaharlal Nehru government ordered the raising of an elite Commando Force called the Special 

Frontier Force comprising among others, Tibetans who had sought refuge in India along with the 

Dalai Lama. 

My father, Major General Sujan Singh Uban, was a natural choice for this based on sheer 

merit and his being a legendary war veteran of the British Army famous for his daring exploits with 

the Long Range Desert Group in the Middle East, and the Guerrilla Wars in Burma during World War 

II. He was tasked with raising, training and commanding this nascent Force; as also moulding them 

into a well-oiled fighting machine. 

To enhance their inherent fighting capabilities its members were given airborne training in 

addition to acquiring expertise in mountain and jungle warfare. Initially aided and equipped by the 

United States, they quickly indigenised and were soon on their own feet. The opportunity to display 

their mettle as also to repay their host country came during the India-Pakistan war of 1971. As the 

Indian Army moved in with its major thrust into East Pakistan, the SFF, while supporting the flank of 

the Indian Army, in a blitzkrieg cleared the Chittagong hill tracts, as also the Kaptai dam, and 

encircled and prevented the escape of the Pakistani 97 (Indep) Brigade and No 2 Commando 
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Battalion, all of whom were taken prisoners. The SFF was poised for the capture of Chittagong port 

when a ceasefire was declared; a daring move which paid handsome dividends. This earned them the 

nom de guerre, the ‘Phantoms of Chittagong’. 
 

The importance of Tibet 

It soon became my turn to serve the SFF, enabling me to fulfil a family commitment. Having 

performed exceedingly well in the Indian Army (including being awarded the Vishisht Seva Medal 

(VSM) and based on my record of service) I was promoted as Inspector General to command the SFF 

and was privileged to command it during the Kargil war in battles fought at heights of 14,000 feet 

and above in subzero temperatures; actions which were lauded in the Ladakh and Kargil sectors. 

That year, the security for the Amarnath Yatra was provided by the SFF. 

The strategic importance of Tibet cannot be overemphasised. It is the roof of the world, with 

vast mineral and natural resources. The mighty rivers that emanate from its expansive glaciers — 

such as the Brahmaputra, the Yangtse, the Yellow river, the Mekong, the Salween and the Indus — 

together with thousands of their tributaries have nurtured civilisations in peripheral countries for 

centuries. The Kailash Mansarovar, which is centered in this region and with its spiritual overtones, 

tugs at the heart strings of every Indian. In an act of naked aggression, China occupied Tibet in 1959. 

A buffer was eliminated, and the de facto boundary of China became contiguous to that of 

India, a boundary deliberately left undemarcated to enable further expansion. Mao Zedong declared, 

“Tibet is the palm that we shall occupy and then go after the five fingers, Ladakh, Nepal, Bhutan, 

Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh.” Consequently, in 1959, China committed the naked act of 

aggression, to which India acquiesced, and our dream of “Hindi Chini Bhai Bhai” was rudely shaken in 

1962. 

 

Understanding China’s stand 

India is dealing with a bellicose neighbour, with its obsession for asserting its rights over land 

which its predecessors may have acquired through conquest or guile. China has land borders with 14 

neighbours covering an estimated 22,100 kilometres. Post independence, and as its economic status 

burgeoned, so did its military muscle. China embarked on claims based on perceived imbalances of 

treaties forced on countries when they were weak. 

Some of these have since been resolved after bloody clashes such as with Russia and 

Vietnam, while others have been resolved using a combination of lucrative offers of money, trade 

and guile. In most cases, the end result has been such that victory can be claimed by both sides. 

Russia accepted half of China’s claim, Kazakhstan was given lucrative economic deals, 

Kyrgyzstan retained 70% of the land, ceding just 30%, and so on. 

It would be fallacious to surmise that there will be any resolution to the on-going stand-off 

between India and China in the near future. Let us assume that both countries wish to avoid a full-

scale war considering the nuclear backdrop, the COVID-19 pandemic and also the economic 

downturn. The road ahead will have to be evolved and based on a study of the manner in which 

China has negotiated its boundary disputes with 12 of its neighbours and the results achieved. 

 

What must be done 

There can be little doubt that the actions by the People’s Liberation Army, or the PLA, in 

Ladakh were pre-meditated, planned and executed with precision. The Chinese were fully aware that 

they were transgressing into “No Man’s Land”. With a pre-determined aim in mind they proceeded 

to secure tactical heights and gained access to the areas which would forestall a counter-offensive by 

the Indian Army. To expect them to vacate these areas at this juncture would be naive. At the same 

time, the PLA, in its present configuration and posture, has immense weaknesses which they would 

be aware of, and which should make them uneasy. 

Under the prevailing circumstances, it has become imperative to form a group of experts 

from among retired professionals, who have a proven track record with the Indian Army, the Indian 
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Navy, the Indian Air Force, diplomats, the intelligence services, cyber technology and cartographic 

services, who will plan and prepare, short-, medium- and long-term goals to achieve them within a 

suggested time frame. Let us play down the rhetoric and adopt a pragmatic approach. It can no 

longer be a part-time issue to be addressed only when a crisis occurs. The crisis is upon us now. 

 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 shadow force (noun) – a force (Special 

Frontier Force) which is scrupulously 

(carefully) stayed out of the 

spotlight/headlines; Ghost/Shadow/Phantom 

Army. 

 apart (adverb) – separately, independently. 

 stand-off (noun) – deadlock, stalemate, 

impasse (in a dispute/conflict). 

 far away (adjective/phrase) – distant in time, 

far off. 

 mystic (adjective) – another term 

for mystical; supernatural, magical, other-

worldly. 

 celestial (adjective) – supremely good; 

heavenly, divine, godly. 

 snow lion (noun) – ‘Gangs Seng Ge’ in 

Tibetan, the snow lion is a powerful celestial 

animal that resides in the eastern 

Himalayas (Tibet). It is the emblem of Tibet 

showcasing its eternally snow-covered 

mountains and glaciers, even as it symbolises 

power, strength, fearlessness and the joy of 

living. 

 lore (noun) – beliefs, sayings, oral 

tradition, myths. 

 emblem (noun) – symbol, representation, 

figure. 

 eternally (adverb) – permanently, forever, 

 continuously, always. 

 glacier (noun) – a large body of ice which 

flows under its own mass. 

 intrepid (adjective) – fearless, unafraid, 

heroic. 

 frontier (noun/adjective) – border, boundary, 

borderline. 

 Theatre Command (noun) – a military 

structure wherein all the assets of the army, 

air force and navy in a particular theatre 

(warfare) of war are under the operational 

control of a three-star general. 

 Special Frontier Force (SFF) (noun) – 

Ghost/Shadow Army; The Special Frontier 

Force is a covert (secret) outfit that was 

raised by the Intelligence Bureau in the 

aftermath of the 1962 Sino-India war. Earlier, 

the SFF used to recruit Tibetan exiles but now 

it has a mixture of Tibetans and Gorkhas. 

Initially, the SFF was named Establishment 

22. Strictly speaking, the SFF units are not 

part of the Indian Army but function under its 

operational control. 

 height (noun) – high places, high ground. 

 Western Theatre Command (noun) – it is one 

of the five theatre commands of the People’s 

Liberation Army of China since 2016. Its 

jurisdiction includes Sichuan, Tibet & etc. 

 theatre (warfare) (noun) – the area of air, 

sea and land that is directly involved in war. 

 take to (phrase) – resort to, turn to, have 

recourse to. 

 branch off (phrasal verb) – diverge/depart 

from the main route. 

 feeder road (noun) – a road which runs 

parallel with high-speed roads, allowing 

easier access to local amenities; service road. 

 Line of Actual Control (LAC) (noun) – the de-

facto (effective) border between India and 

China. The LAC is a 4,057-km border running 

through three areas-Western (Ladakh, 

Ladakh (Kashmir)), middle (Uttarakhand, 

Himachal) and eastern (Sikkim, Arunachal). 

 incursion (noun) – invasion/attack; it is the 

act of entering another’s territory; And it is 

the sudden arrival of someone into an area 

where they do not belong. 

 no man’s land (noun) – disputed land/ 

ground. 

 patrol (verb) – watch/guard an area (over a 

period of time). 
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 plains (noun) – plains are large, flat pieces of 

land with no drastic changes in elevation. 

Plains can be found at any altitude (height), 

though they are usually lower than the land 

surrounding them. Mountains, hills, plateaus, 

and plains are the four major types 

of landforms of the Earth. 

 airstrip (noun) – landing strip, airfield; a 

runway for aircraft, especially one used only 

by private or military aircraft. 

 slug fest (noun) – fight/dispute (by much 

heavy punching/blows); fist fighting. 

 summit (noun) – mountain top, peak. 

 melee (noun) – tumult, disturbance, 

commotion, disorder. 

 club (noun) – a heavy stick. 

 barbed (adjective) – sharp, pointed/hooked, 

spiky/spiked. 

 machete (noun) – a broad, heavy knife used 

as a weapon. 

 swiftly (adverb) – quickly, rapidly, fast. 

 inflict (verb) – cause, impose, administer, 

deal out, mete out.  

 casualty (noun) – victim, loss, death, fatality.  

 inevitable (adjective) – unavoidable, 

unpreventable. 

 fallout (noun) – adverse results/ 

consequence;  after-effects, repercussions. 

 jostle (verb) – battle, struggle, scramble. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, give rise to, 

bring about. 

 stalemate (noun) – deadlock, impasse, 

standstill/stand-off. 

 turn the tables (phrase) – reverse a 

disadvantaged situation/position to gain 

advantage. 

 innards (noun) – internal organs; internal 

parts, internal components. 

 armour (noun) – military vehicles as a whole. 

 reserve (noun) – (in military) additional 

troops. 

 feat (noun) – achievement, accomplishment, 

attainment. 

 primarily (adverb) – basically, especially, 

particularly. 

 antecedent (adjective) – background. 

 dreaded (adjective) –  frightening, frightful, 

terrifying. 

 Great Game (noun) – a political and 

diplomatic confrontation that existed for 

most of the 19th century between the United 

Kingdom and the Russian Empire, over 

Afghanistan and neighbouring territories in 

Central and South Asia. 

 escort (verb) – accompany, guide; guard, 

protect. 

 rebellion (noun) – defiance, disobedience,  

dissent, nonconformity, subversion. 

 consequence (noun) – result, outcome,  

effect;  ramification, repercussion. 

 elite (noun) – high society people; the group 

of most powerful people in a society. 

 refuge (noun) – protection, shelter, place of 

safety, place of security. 

 sheer (adjective) – utter, complete, total, 

absolute, outright. 

 legendary (adjective) – very well known; 

famous, notable. 

 veteran (noun) – (long-serving) expert, 

seasoned, mature, established/experienced 

(person in an area of activity). 

 daring (adjective) – brave, bold, audacious. 

 exploit (noun) – feat, deed, act, 

adventure, manoeuvre. 

 guerrilla (noun) – a small group of irregular 

fighters fighting against a large, traditional 

military. 

 nascent (adjective) – just beginning,  

developing, burgeoning. 

 well oiled (adjective) – relating to something 

(particularly organisation) operating easily. 

 inherent (adjective) – implicit, intrinsic, 

fundamental, basic. 

 airborne (adjective) – flying, in flight, in the 

air. 

 expertise (noun) – proficiency, skill, 

 knowledge, command. 

 warfare (noun) – fighting, war, combat, 

conflict. 

 aid (verb) – help, assist, support. 
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 equip (verb) – prepare, qualify, suit (for a 

particular task). 

 indigenise (verb) – make something more 

native. 

 on one’s own feet (phrase) – to be 

independent. 

 mettle (noun) – spirit, strength of character, 

nerve/determination. 

 thrust (noun) – drive, push, advance, attack. 

 flank (noun) – side, wing (of an army). 

 blitzkrieg (noun) – rapid attack; onslaught, 

intense campaign. 

 tract (noun) – area, region.  

 battalion (noun) – a military unit. 

 encircle (verb) – surround, enclose, border. 

 poise (verb) – position, prepare oneself, 

ready oneself. 

 ceasefire (noun) – a negotiated agreement 

that will be accompanied by other associated 

commitments to de-escalate the fighting; 

a temporary stoppage of a war, truce, 

armistice. 

 handsome (adjective) – substantial, 

considerable, sizeable/large. 

 dividend (noun) – benefit, advantage, gain. 

 nom de guerre (noun) – French, literally ‘war 

name’; nickname. 

 phantom (noun) – ghost, shadow. 

 exceedingly (adverb) – extremely, 

exceptionally, distinctly. 

 privilege (verb) – give a special advantage. 

 subzero (adjective) – frozen, icy, freezing. 

 laud (verb) – applaud, acclaim, commend, 

admire. 

 overemphasise (verb) – overstress, 

exaggerate, overdo, overplay, overdramatize. 

 mighty (adjective) – huge, big, large, great. 

 emanate from (verb) – arise, originate, stem, 

derive. 

 tributary (noun) – branch river, headwater, 

side stream. 

 nurture (verb) – encourage, promote, foster. 

 civilisation (noun) – culture, enlightenment, 

 way of life. 

 peripheral (adjective) – surrounding,  

border, outlying. 

 overtones (noun) – connotation, hidden 

meaning/implication, association. 

 tug at heartstring (phrase) – to cause 

someone to feel emotional; to evoke strong 

feelings. 

 naked (adjective) – undisguised, uncovered; 

shameless. 

 aggression (noun) – hostility, belligerence,  

combativeness, warmongering, hawkishness. 

 buffer (noun) – cushion, protection, 

bulwark/barricade. 

 de facto (adjective) – Latin, literally ‘of fact’; 
existing, actual, effective. 

 contiguous (adjective) – neighbouring, 

adjacent, bordering/abutting. 

 deliberately (adverb) – intentionally, 

purposely, knowingly/wittingly. 

 undemarcated (adjective) – delimited, 

unmarked, undelineated. 

 “five finger” of a Tibetan palm (noun) –
 China has traditionally maintained a strategy 

that Xizang (Tibet) is its right palm and 

Ladakh, Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, and the North 

East Frontier Agency (NEFA, or Arunachal 

Pradesh) are defined as its five fingers. 

 consequently (adverb) – as a result,  

therefore, for this reason, because of that. 

 acquiesce (verb) – consent to, agree to, 

allow, assent to. 

 bellicose (adjective) – aggressive, hostile, 

threatening, belligerent. 

 obsession (noun) – the particular condition 

of having unwanted and repeated thoughts, 

feelings, ideas & etc., about someone or 

something (all the time);  fixation, 

preoccupation,  concern, mania/craze/ 

phobia. 

 predecessor (noun) – previous holder; 

forerunner, precursor, antecedent. 

 conquest (noun) – invasion, seizure, 

takeover, acquisition. 

 guile (noun) – cunning (intelligence), tricks, 

shrewdness. 
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 burgeon (verb) – increase exponentially, 

grow rapidly, escalate. 

 muscle (noun) – strength, power, influence, 

force. 

 embark on (phrasal verb) – start, begin,  

initiate/commence. 

 perceived (adjective) – viewed, regarded, 

considered, deemed. 

 imbalance (noun) – disparity, variation, 

disproportion, unevenness, lopsidedness. 

 lucrative (adjective) – remunerative, 

profitable, rewarding. 

 cede (verb) – give up, concede, surrender, 

relinquish (territory). 

 fallacious (adjective) – erroneous, false/ 

wrong, incorrect. 

 surmise (verb) – assume, conjecture, 

suppose. 

 backdrop (noun) – situation, scenario, 

context. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of 

a new disease; The illness spreads around the 

world and typically affects a large number of 

people across a wide area. 

 downturn (noun) – decline, setback, crisis, 

tragedy. 

 road ahead (phrase) – future. 

 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance. 

 People’s Liberation Army (PLA) (noun) –
 People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is the armed 

forces of the country of China and 

Communist Party of China (CPC). It is one of 

the largest military forces in the world. 

 pre-meditate (verb) – preplan, plan earlier. 

 precision (noun) – exactness, correctness, 

accuracy.  

 transgress (verb) – breach, violate, disobey, 

contravene. 

 pre-determined (adjective) – prearranged, 

preset, pre-planned. 

 forestall (verb) – anticipate, get in before, 

pre-empt. 

 counteroffensive (noun) – counterattack. 

 juncture (noun) – point in time, 

time/moment, stage. 

 naive (adjective) – inexperienced, easily 

taken in, over-trusting, ignorant, immature. 

 prevailing (adjective) – existing; being 

present. 

 imperative (adjective) – vitally important, 

crucial, essential, necessary. 

 track record (noun) – previous performance, 

previous accomplishments, previous 

achievements. 

 diplomat (noun) – envoy, consul, 

ambassador. 

 intelligence (noun) – (military) information. 

 cyber technology (noun) – computer 

 technology, especially that which involves 

the Internet. 

 cartographic (adjective) – relating to the 

science or art of making or drawing maps. 

 play down (phrasal verb) – downplay, 

understate, de-emphasize. 

 rhetoric (noun) – the art of speaking or 

writing effectively & persuasively or 

impressively (but, often lacking substance); 

bombast, loftiness, hyperbole/extravagant 

language. 

 pragmatic (adjective) – empirical, 

realistic/actual, practical. 
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