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This book is dedicated to my younger, and only, brother whom I lost last year (2019). He was there to advise me before my earlier books went into print. We schooled together, joined the National Defense Academy where we trained together for two out of the three years spent there, and served in the Armed Forces for the same number of years. We both retired in the same rank - he from the Indian Army, and I from the Indian Navy. I cannot find the words to describe my loss with his demise.
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Economic Necessities & Military Compulsions
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With the turn of the century, and the breakup of the Soviet Union, China had announced its presence to the world as an up and coming superpower, ready to challenge the hegemony enjoyed by the United States of America. 

Having sustained a GDP growth rate in double digits for over a decade, China established a well developed industrial and manufacturing base. Her scientific and technological base supported a rapidly growing industry with advanced state-of-the-art designs, know-how, drawings, and information that were sometimes pilfered from all over the world from any and all of the countries that had them. China began to think big. She built up her infrastructure with mega creations that were mind-boggling to the outside world. She soon began to export consumer goods in large quantities and at very competitive costs that challenged the world market. ‘Made in China’ products flood every country, seriously challenging domestic economies and affecting their industrial outputs. 

This boom did not maintain its tempo for long. The Chinese economy began to slow down after a little over 




a decade of phenomenal success, and the GDP growth rate came down to single digits. As part of her attempts to sustain her fast pace of growth, and to give it a boost, China looked beyond her borders to find ways and means of positioning her products across the world at very affordable, and unbeatable prices. The concept of the old ‘Silk Routes’ was revived. China began to build roads and rail lines westwards across Central Asian countries, right up to Europe to facilitate moving of goods to markets overland faster, with cheaper transportation costs. She called it her ‘One Belt One Road’ initiative. She then turned her attention to doing the same in respect of transportation of goods by sea. She looked for warm water ports in the Indian Ocean and zeroed in on her old friend, Pakistan, to provide her the opportunity to develop the Balochistan port of Gwadar for her own eventual use. Thus was born the CPEC (China-Pakistan Economic Corridor) that opened a land route from her Xingjian province north of the Himalayas, all the way through Pakistan, to the port of Gwadar on the Arabian Sea. She exhibited marvelous feats of engineering during the process of construction across the Himalayan mountain ranges. China suffered a major set-back in the years 2019-20 with the outbreak of Covid 19 coronavirus that originated in Wuhan in Central China, and spread infection across her country and the globe. The economy suffered an unprecedented beating, both in domestic and international markets. Industries suffered, manufacturing suffered, marketing and sales suffered, and households suffered the worst of all. The recovery and limping back to normalcy was extremely slow. However, her firm resolve to achieve her global ambitions enabled her to take this natural calamity in her stride, with stoicism.
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China- Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)

On the eastern seaboard of the Indian Ocean, China revived an old idea of building a canal across the Isthmus of Kra in Thailand to shorten the sea route between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. China offered to do it for Thailand. Prohibitive cost considerations and other reasons had inhibited Thailand from starting the project with her own resources. China persuaded that nation with an assurance that she would finance the project, provide the equipment and expertise, and provide employment opportunities for up to a million Thai people. Thailand only had to provide the work force and share the spoils, once the canal got operational. The spoils would include opportunities for enhancing industry and trade, providing a higher plain for manufacturing and agricultural enterprises, and promoting overall productivity growth. It worked! Together, they succeeded in constructing the Kra Canal. The Chinese cleverly used controlled Peaceful Nuclear Explosions/Excavations (PNE) for cutting the canal through hilly terrain as against the traditional use of TNT for the same purpose. She, thereby, reduced construction time by half. The world welcomed this project and international maritime shipping benefitted. Shipping, at large, now had two link routes for plying between the two Oceans. 
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Kra Canal – Thailand, & Malacca Strait

Three nations were unhappy about this, and two of them suffered economic losses – neighboring Malaysia, and Singapore. The third country – India – suddenly found the hitherto quiet Andaman Sea a beehive of shipping activity that upturned the serenity and privacy of their Andaman and Nicobar group of islands, and the seas around them. Shipping through the Six and Ten Degree Channels intersecting the Andaman and the Nicobar group of islands doubled, making these hitherto peaceful channels beehives of crowded maritime activities.

Much of what China had achieved would not have been possible without muscle power. Thus, her military might was built up in parallel with her economic progress, with particular focus on the growth of maritime power. The world was aghast, and watched her turning out modern and very capable merchantmen and warships at an unbelievable pace. Not wanting to waste any time, as soon as she had built up adequate maritime assets to outnumber that of her neighbors’, China muscled in and let them know that the South China Sea was historically hers and hers alone, and that they had, without authority, occupied some of the atolls in the region. The Exclusive Economic Zone would be re-drawn. She was now reclaiming what ‘always belonged to her’. To this end she built up military assets on the Paracel group and the Spratly group of atolls in the South China Sea. There were loud protests from her neighbors, as many of these atolls were in the possession of the Philippines, Vietnam, Taiwan, Brunei, Malaysia, and Indonesia for many, many, years. The United Nations Convention on Law of the Seas (UNCLOS) had given these countries special rights with respect to the use of maritime resources and exploration, including energy production from water and wind, up to 200 nautical miles around these reefs and atolls. The atolls of different countries shared these rights when less than 200 nautical miles apart, by applying the universally accepted median rule. China chose to ignore UNCLOS rulings, ran roughshod over her neighbors, disregarded their protests, and continued with her plans to monopolize the South China Sea from a position of military strength. Military buildup on the atolls was backed by an enormous buildup of naval assets on the island of Hainan in the South China Sea. 

The rest of the world did not approve and wanted the South China Sea to continue to be treated as international waters for transiting, and for shared use by littoral states for peaceful purposes. The most powerful navy in the world, the United States Navy, made threatening forays periodically into the area to emphasize this. Other allies followed suit. But China would not back out. Her national interests were more important to her. She needed all that this sea could offer. China’s large population – the largest in the world - needed to be fed, and the South China Sea was known to have one of the biggest reserves of edible marine life. China was the largest consumer of sea food in the world. The South China Sea also stocked about 190 trillion cubic feet of natural gas under it. China wanted that too for domestic consumption, as she was trying to cut down on the use of fossil fuel and replace it with environmental friendly energy resources. She went about preparing a code of conduct in the South China Sea that she wanted the littoral states and all of international shipping to follow, under her overall supervision and control. The South China Sea continues to be contentious, with China standing alone against the littoral nations, and the world at large.

China coveted the enormous market potential that the African nations and the Indian Ocean littoral states had to offer. She wanted a lion’s share of it. However, she saw a problem here. One country could possibly be a hindrance – India! For long, competition for Gulf oil notwithstanding, the Indian Ocean had been an area of peace for international shipping to use according to their needs. Though no ownership was claimed, India was acknowledged as the dominant nation in the region by the sub-continent’s very prominent geographical projection far into the sea. Logically, therefore, the name ‘Indian Ocean’ evolved. Not by chance, India also had the largest fighting navy in the region as she had a very long coastline to protect. Chinese dominance of trade in this region therefore proceeded initially with extreme caution and at a pace that would not upset India or the rest of the world too much. As a measure of ample precaution she began work on building a ring of ‘influence and containment’ around India. Should trouble arise with India at some later stage, this containment policy - also referred to as her ‘String of Pearls’ strategy - would ensure that her self-interests and larger plans were not sabotaged.
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The ‘String of Pearls’ strategy was a carefully thought out one, and China went about implementing it in an open but quiet, unpublicized, manner. From Myanmar, China extracted permission to use the Coco Island to set up a surveillance military base to oversee Indian activities in the Andaman Sea, the approaches to the Kra Canal, and the northern portion of the Bay of Bengal. She sold Chinese submarines to the small Bangladesh navy at throwaway prices and, in the process, got a toe-hold in that country to support them. She cornered Sri Lanka into giving her the southern port of Hambantota on a 99 years’ lease for uninterrupted use and exploitation. Sri Lanka had no choice but to agree as she was unable to pay back huge loans she had availed from China, and had defaulted on payment. China then ‘positioned’ a dictator, after engineering a coup, in democratic Maldive Islands, and got forward base facilities for her naval assets there in return for pumping in money to improve infrastructure and bettering the lot of Maldivians. She even managed to get the unpopular dictator to cancel all ongoing deals with India. The dictator was unseated through a democratic process, but the Chinese remain. As already stated, China signed up with Pakistan to run the Baloch port of Gwadar. She developed Gwadar city, and its port, to operate her merchant ships between there and African and Arabian ports, and to support her naval forces for extended operations in the region. In many of the Indian Ocean littoral African nations, she financed and provided infrastructural facilities that she would eventually get to use. She also secured a naval base for herself in Djibouti that would enable her to monitor shipping through the Red Sea and provide forward support to her warships and submarines. The ‘String of pearls’ strategy to ‘choke’ India continues as an ongoing process. 

The Indians are not completely unaware of their neighbor’s intentions, and quietly go about ‘neutralizing’ Chinese efforts in the region, albeit with a smaller, moderate, budget, and a little help from friendly countries. The Indians worked, and continue to work, on a ‘Necklace of Diamonds’ strategy to counter the Chinese ‘String of Pearls’ one. The moment work on the Kra Canal commenced the Indians commenced work on the Sethusamudram Canal – a canal that would shorten shipping routes further between the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea by taking a route cutting between the southern tip of the Indian sub-continent and the northern portion of the island of Sri Lanka. Like the Kra Canal project, this was another project that had long been mulled over. 
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Neutral international shipping found that, by using both the Kra Canal and the Sethusamudram Canal, sailing time and transportation costs across the Indian Ocean reduced many times over. For example, the bulk of shipping plying between the Red Sea or the Persian Gulf and Japan or Korea, did not have to go through the Malacca Strait or around Sri Lanka anymore. The Indian countermove thus ensured that shipping traffic through the Chinese-controlled port of Hambantota, in southern Sri Lanka, was reduced to usage by heavier, but fewer merchantmen, or by Chinese warships and submarines. Sri Lanka benefited monetarily from the creation of the Sethusamudram Canal by sharing the income with India from charges levied on ships using it. To assuage Indian feelings after reluctantly parting with Hambantota to the Chinese, the Sri Lankans gave complete control of handling of Hambantota airport to India, much to China’s distress. Even while the Sethusamudram Canal was under construction, the Sri Lankans extracted more concessions from India that eventually resulted in a winwin situation for both; the port of Trincomalee on the eastern seaboard of the Island nation was given to India to develop. From an Indian perspective, she could tightly monitor the bulk of shipping through the Kra Canal from the Andaman & Nicobar (A&N) islands, and those through the Sethusamudram Canal from Trincomalee and southern Indian ports. The Chinese forward base in Sri Lanka in Hambantota, with reduced and focused activity, became much easier for India to keep an eye on as a less frequented port.

To checkmate China’s strategic use of the port of Gwadar in Pakistan, the Indians negotiated with Iran to let them develop and use their port of Chabahar located barely 72 km west of Gwadar From Chabahar, Gwadar was well within missile strike range of any Indian warships berthed there. China, rattled by this move, having invested huge sums of money and effort in developing CPEC and Gwadar, swung towards weaning Iran away from faraway India by dangling the promise of benefits through link-ups with nearby Gwadar. 

The Indians next succeeded in getting military outpost facilities at the mouth of the Malacca Strait through Indonesia, after funding and developing the port of Sabang for her. The island is just north of the island of Sumatra and virtually sits astride the Malacca Strait. Moves and counter moves continue to be the games these two countries play, to this day. 

The rapidly expanding Chinese naval force now had a choice of using any or all of five entry points for making forays into the Indian Ocean – the deep Lombok- Makassar, the Sunda-Bangka, and the Ombai-Wetar Straits through Indonesian waters, the old Malacca Strait between Malaysia and Indonesia, and the newly constructed Kra Canal across the Isthmus of Kra in Thailand. Once in the Indian Ocean, Chinese warships could look forward to utilizing base support facilities in Myanmar, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka (Hambantota), the Maldives, Pakistan (Gwadar), and Djibouti. Unfortunately for China, geography not being in her favor, all five passages are through narrow and constricted waterways, constantly monitored (by India and her allies), where warships are vulnerable to detection and tracking. The options remain so long as there is peace between these two neighbors who share a large common land border in the Himalayas. 

India realized that her existing naval and other defenses were not good enough to deter any Chinese permanent ambitions in the region. She proceeded to bolster her surveillance capabilities across the Indian Ocean, and augment her defenses in the A&N islands. Chinese submarines were making frequent forays into the Indian Ocean, often unchallenged. India decided to increase the effectiveness of her surveillance of Chinese submarines by laying seabed sensors in the approaches to the Straits, and resorting to deploying her own hunterkiller submarines and Maritime Reconnaissance/ AntiSubmarine Warfare (MR/ASW) aircraft in the region with greater intensity. The A & N islands were further fortified by basing land-based cruise missile launchers and strike aircraft of the Indian Air Force there on a permanent basis. The Coast Guard also augmented forces for improved surveillance. One could say that the A & N Islands soon became a formidable static aircraft carrier of sorts with supporting forces that China would do well not to ignore.

Both China and India continue to maneuver for control in the Indian Ocean with the latter having some advantage of home ground. Sparring takes many forms with each sending their visible fleets and invisible underwater forces to the others’ neighborhood as a warning that a spark of misadventure was all that would be needed for disastrous consequences to follow. A quiet unease prevails in the hitherto peaceful region.

The inevitable happened sooner than expected. A sudden unfortunate incident led to swords being unsheathed and the two antagonists confronting each other at sea for a face off, which is what this book is all about
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Fishing in Still Waters
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The two were intently staring down their respective fishing rods into the lucid and still waters as far as the eyes could see on a clear sunny day, one the Deputy Chief of the Naval Staff - a serving three star naval officer in the Integrated Headquarters (IHQ) of Ministry of Defense (Navy) in New Delhi, and the other his young Flag Lieutenant. They were happy to get away from the stifling, hot, summer of the capital, to the cooler climes of Himachal Pradesh for three days. The Governor of the state of Himachal Pradesh was a former senior naval officer who, after hanging up his white uniform, combined his interests in angling with his assigned gubernatorial duties with great aplomb. While regretting that he could not accompany them, he had advised Vice Admiral Gujral, to go to this remote, little-known, scarcely visited, site to pursue rainbow trout fishing. The Governor assured them that rainbow trout were aplenty here. The serving Vice Admiral, a widower, needed no second invitation or persuasion, as he was an avid angler. 

His Aide-de-Camp (ADC) - the Flag Lieutenant - was everything but a keen angler. A bachelor, he was selected to this post by virtue of his father being the Vice Admiral’s batch-mate, one of his closest friends in the batch, and one whom Gujral always admired greatly. His father had not made it to the heights of an officer of the Flag rank. In the harsh pyramidal structure for promotions in the Service that always fell short on vacancies, he retired as a one-star. However, he had left an impeccable Service reputation behind him as he had displayed excellent values as a professional and as an officer throughout his career. The Vice Admiral had seen this friend’s children grow up with these values instilled in them. The transition from calling his superior ‘uncle’ in his early years to addressing him as ‘Sir’ was a smooth one achieved with little difficulty by the Flag Lieutenant. The young man was making pretence of doing some serious fishing and, in the process, getting increasingly distracted, bored and restless, despite the settings being idyllic. 

They were sitting on the edge of one of two water reservoirs near the little township of Barot, tucked away in a ridge valley along a lesser known River Uhl at the lower reaches of the majestic Himalayan Dauladhar mountain range, about 6,400 feet above mean sea level It had an approach road from the nearby township of Joginder Nagar that sat astride the main road from Palampur to Mandi. They were saved the travel by road that would have eaten into much of their three days’ leave, by hitching a ride to this destination in the Governor’s helicopter. The northerly flight path from Shimla to Barot had taken them over the township of Mandi, and some picturesque, breath-taking scenes below, with the Kangra valley and its gentle slopes on their left and the lofty Himalayas on their right. Finally, Lieutenant Sikand broke the silence.

“Sir, how are we going to stop the Chinese from establishing their intended dominance over the Indian Ocean?”

“Sshhh! You are disturbing the fish,” said the Vice Admiral with a hint of annoyance in his voice. They had not caught a single fish in the last hour. He mellowed down soon thereafter and taking a cue from the Flag Lieutenant, announced, “Sandwich break!” They pulled their rods out of the water and their sandwiches from their Tiffin-basket as they took in the grandeur of the scenery. Taking his first bite, and gazing all around, the Vice Admiral remarked, “Could be Switzerland for all I care! The beauty is comparable!” Then he turned around and decided to educate his young Flag Lieutenant.
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Barot Valley

“Sikand, during my last official visit to China, which as you know was not long ago, I learnt one thing. You have to think Chinese if you want to understand them. You must not think Indian and expect to understand them. At all levels that I interacted, two common statements were repeatedly made, and they stood out. The first was – ‘A close neighbor is preferred to a distant relative, and India and China share a long, common border.’ The second one was – ‘There are many more reasons for us to get together than reasons for us not to get together; differences can be put aside to be resolved later’- which was an obvious reference to our ongoing land-border dispute. You see, unlike us, the Chinese are prepared to leave contentious inherited issues for future generations to resolve. I do believe that they want a friendly relationship between our two countries. It is in their long-term interest. But are we ready to tango with China? I don’t think so.”

“Does our government understand this, Sir?” The Vice Admiral, who was gazing at the distant snow-capped mountains rising majestically against a breathtakingly beautiful clear blue sky, replied, “We won’t discuss what our government thinks or does not think. We were stunned by the setbacks during the Sino-Indian border war of 1962 and its consequences. In those days there was much bonhomie and back-slapping between our leaders, Pandit Nehru and Premier Chou Enlai, with ‘Panchsheel’ supposedly showing the way to a long and lasting friendship. That did not take off! I suggest you read about the1962 Sino –Indian war that followed. Many have written about it – Narasiah Gandhi, Rajiv Dixit, Roman Saini, Neville Maxwell, to name a few. Read both the Indian and foreign accounts to get a balanced perspective. Some say that it was India that foolishly started that war. On the other hand, our historians and writers placed the blame on China. It ended with a debacle for us. We got thrashed mainly because the art of high altitude mountain warfare, with all its nuances, was totally unfamiliar to us. More than enemy opposition, it was the climate, the terrain, the altitude, the lack of acclimatization and improper winter clothing that caused most of our casualties. We learnt a lot from that war. We made up, somewhat, by giving the Chinese a lesson in 1967 on the Nathu La border, as we were better equipped and prepared. Much water has flowed under the bridge since then, and now we are more than prepared to face China’s onslaughts.” 

The Vice Admiral paused and closely examined the sandwich in his hand that he had just bitten into. He pulled out a piece of chicken bone, while the Flag Lieutenant watched nervously. The young man had picked up the food and had not inspected it. However, after that slight interruption to his flow of thoughts, Gujral chucked the bone away, did not remark about it, and continued.

“We had this ‘standoff’ with them not so long ago on the Doklam Plateau near Bhutan as well as in other pockets along our common border. Read the book on this by a neutral foreigner, – Bertil Lintner. He begins with the events that led to the 1962 war and covers the entire period up to the Doklam incident. We will continue to have skirmishes, and we will continue to resist them. The borders drawn out by the British based on the ‘watershed’ principle and commonly known as the McMahon Line are not acceptable to the Chinese as these, according to them, were drawn up as a part of the ‘Unequal Treaties’ that were forced on their opiate forefathers by the British Empire. We, on the other hand, want to adhere to what the British had drawn, although admittedly, there are some regions in the Himalayas where the borders are nebulous. Both of us need to resolve our differences through talks across the table with a positive attitude, and come to an agreed solution. That time and opportunity has not yet presented itself. A military option is a bad idea. There is a lot of bi- lateral trade between us that cannot be wished away. The Chinese are also slowly realizing that we are not pushovers and cannot be persuaded by force. They are beginning to see India as a possible irritant at some future date to their goals for regional economic and military dominance. To stop us, they are preparing to passively contain us so that we do not throw a spoke in their plans in years to come.” 

He bit into his sandwich gingerly, chewed it with a look of satisfaction and continued, “In the present environment, we have to see that our national and regional interests are not jeopardized, and take necessary steps to ensure that. Unfortunately, for many years, past governments did not realize the seriousness of the situation we were and are being drawn into, and spent much of their time on internal affairs - dabbling in petty politics, climbing political ladders for personal gain, or in ensuring that they did not lose their ‘chairs’.’ The bureaucracy was always busy looking after their own selfish interests and hobnobbing with their political bosses. It was for us in the Armed Forces who guard our frontiers, who understand the geopolitical imperatives in our region, to have drawn the attention of our political masters to the corner we were being led into by the Chinese. Even we failed to do this, but not for want of trying.” 

Gujral looked at his fishing tackle as if to remind himself as to why he was here, and then continued with his discourse with his Flag Lieutenant. “However, there is a silver lining.” He paused and went on, “This present government seems to be more seized with the problems of the region, and is addressing it after a fashion. It is watching the events unfolding around us very carefully. It is even reacting to some of them. It has reacted to the Chinese constructing the Kra Canal for Thailand across the Isthmus of Kra by beefing up our defenses in the Andaman & Nicobar Islands and constructing our own Sethusamudram Canal in the Palk Strait between Sri Lanka and India. Chinese efforts to gain toe-holds in the Indian Ocean are being check-mated by our setting up similar base facilities with neutralizing effect. There is more to be done, and we are moving in the right direction. The situation is unstable and just a tinder-box can set off undesirable chains of events between our two countries. It will not be good for either of us and that is why both need to tread carefully. Now that’s enough; back to fishing!”

After that short Sino-Indian discourse, the trout decided to cooperate and between the two anglers, they managed a generous haul. They had to get back to the hill station of Shimla before dark. Perched at a height of about 6800 feet above mean sea level, it was once the summer capital of erstwhile British India. Now it was the capital of the state of Himachal Pradesh and a getaway hill station for those who wanted to avoid the heat of the plains during summers, and to enjoy the snow during winters. They left around tea-time and flew back early enough to refresh themselves in the Guest House and be at the Governor’s residence in time for cocktails and dinner. The Flag Lieutenant deposited some trout fish in the pantry for their gracious host’s consumption. 
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Rainbow Trout

The dinner was a great success with no less than the Governor, an expert in culinary art, personally preparing the repast. The menu had Chinese courses adjusted for the Indian palate. Delightful!
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An Accident in the Andaman Sea
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Sub Lieutenant Prakash, the Quarter Deck officer onboard the Indian Navy’s aircraft carrier, was supervising ‘holy-stoning’ and wash down of the wooden deck by his seamen during the early hours of a Saturday morning. This was a weekly chore that was carried out religiously in harbor. ‘Holy Stones’ were soft and brittle sandstones, the scrubbing with which left the wooden deck squeaky clean and white in appearance. The Quarter Deck was the only portion of the entire ship that had a wooden deck. It was located in the stern of the ship, below the flight deck. A clean quarter deck over the week-ends gave the opportunity for the ship to hold official receptions there in harbor. They were just about to wind up when he heard his Captain’s familiar stentorian voice from behind him. “Here! Sub! Have you read the signals this morning?” He turned around and saluted the Captain who had just emerged from the aft cabin he used when the ship was in harbor. “Good morning, Sir. Yes Sir! I did”. “So what are you going to do about it?” enquired the Captain who was near enough to him by now to give him a light punch in the stomach as he spoke. “I would love to volunteer Sir, but the signal says an independent Watch- Keeping competency ticket is a must, and I do not have one as yet” replied Prakash. “Awarding you an independent Bridge Watch-Keeping competency ticket is my responsibility. Do you want to go?” asked the Captain as he stared intently into Prakash’s eyes. “Yes Sir! It is what I have dreamt of all my life” replied Prakash. “Then go to the Signal Office and add your name to the list of other volunteers from the ship before I release the signal” said the Captain over his shoulder as he walked away towards the forward portion of the aircraft carrier. She was secured to the ‘oil berth’ in the Ernakulam Channel in Cochin (now Kochi). Prakash recalled that he had dropped all his plans for the rest of the morning and scurried away to the Main Signal Office to add his name to the list of volunteers for submarine service. That incident had taken place almost twenty years ago. 

Prakash had successfully passed all the preliminary tests required of him to qualify for submarine training, and had soon found himself in the far eastern city of Vladivostok, in erstwhile Soviet Union. There he had to quickly learn Russian language that was a prerequisite to the training that followed over the next two years. Thereafter he was moved across the vast continent to Tallinn, in Estonia, to undergo a weapon’s course that would qualify him to be a submarine’s Torpedo and Missile Officer. Subsequently, he served in various capacities for many years onboard many Indian conventional submarines, the last two being in Command, before he was sent back to Vladivostok to train as part of a nuclear submarine’s crew
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