China’s ultimatum to India over Sil_(kim z
Background and American reaction

Ranju Bezbaruah

With the lapse of Brtsh paramountcy in India,
the British rights over the 'protectorate' of Sikkim develo—
ved upon independent India. The status of Sikkim w3s
defined by the Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1980,
and the Government of Indi% Act of 1935 listed it among
the Indian Princely States®. An India-Sikkim standstill
agreement maintained the status guo as on 14 Augu§t
1947 regarding Sikkim's position in relation to India.
This position was rfafﬁrme’d by the India-Sikkim Treaty
of December 1950°. India's northern boundary for the
purpose of defence, therefore, included the Sikkim-Tibet
. boundary. Cn the other hand, after the occupation of
Tibet by China in 1950, the latter became directly responsi-
ble for the defence of the Tibet-Sikkim boundary.

This boundary was free from any controversy
and tension until 1960 when China alleged Indian intrusions
into 'Chinese territories' across it. During the India-Pakis-
tan War of 1965, China served India with an ultimatum
demanding demalition of alleged Indian military installations
on the Chinese side of the Tibet=Sikkim boundary. In
the face of strong American warnings, China could not
implement it barring some face-saving military forays
on the border. f

The b. adary between Gikkim and Tibet was
deﬁ.nbed by .rticle 1 of Anglo-Chinese Convention of
18907 as 'the crest of the mountain range separating
the waters flowing into the Sikkim Teesta and its affluents
from the waters flowing into the Tibetan Mochu and
northwards into other nvers of Tibet'. The boundary
thus ran along the crest of the Himalaya and the Donkya
ranges, watershed between the Teesta in Sikkim and
the Yaruchu and the sources of the Amochu (Mochu)
in Tibet. The eastern boundary of Sikkim was demarcated
on the ground in 1895, and the northern in 1902. The
Chinese were perfunctory in both cases, and the 6T1betans
were not involved in the demarcation at all.’ Tibet,
however, recognised the new boundary and status
Sikkim through the Anglo-Tibetan Convention of 1904 ;
and China confirmed this convention through the Anglo-Chi-
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nese convention of 19068. Further, the Anglo-Chinese-Tibe-
tan Convention of 1914 also accepted9 the convention
of 1890 as binding on all the three parties”.

Prior to the Brtish withdrawal from India, China
never challenged the validity of Sikkim's status as a
British protectorate and its boundary with Tibet. The
change of regime sin India and China,and China's occupation
of Tibet also did not call for any explicit change in
Chinese views. The new map of India (1954) depicted
Sikkim as a part of India; and the legend on the mag
explained that it was 'attached to India by special treaty'
Further, by the end of 1958, Indian armed forces held
posts 'all along" the Sikkim frontier . China did not
dispute either of these measures. Neither did she have
any right to do so. The official Chinese map produced
during the Sing-Indian official level talks of 1960, did
not differ from the we]l—est:ab]jshedi z‘sik}dm—Tibet boundary
recognised by both India and China.

Despite the absence of any theoretical difference
on the Sikkim-Tibet boundary alignment, China's position
was characterised by a studied amhbivalence. Without
challenging the validity of the convention of 1890. China
intended to assert that Sikkim was completely independent
of Indian contral. She regarded the Sikkim-Tibet bounda}réy
as falling outside the scope of discussions with India ~.
At the same time, she accepted the boundary as "long
been formally delimited', and maintained that there
was 'neither any discrepancy between the maps nor
any disputes in practice' . China however carefully
avoided stating in clear terms that she had accepted
the boundary as defined by the convention of 1890.
In June 1963, China described the boundary as defined
by the convention of 1890 but without clearly identifyi
it as the one she called 'long been formally delimited' .
An emphatic recognition of the convention of 1890 would
have clearly estopped China from denying India's right_
of protection over Sikkim. On the other hand, the absence
of any dispute between China and Sikkim could be helpful
for supgtituting Indian rights in the state by those of
China. The basic fact was that’ China recognised the
boundary as well defined, and it was defined by the
Anglo-Chinese convention of 1890.
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India's description of the Sikkim-Tibet boundary
under Ttem 1 of the Agenda (Location and Terrain Features
of the Boundary) during. the India-China official vlev‘fe}
discussion in. 1960, as crossing 'Natu and Jelep passes'
was utilised by China. The Indian description was given
only for sector wise breakl—élp of the India-China boundary
as a basis of discussion . Under Ttem No.2 (Treaties
and Agreements; Tradition and Custom), India, howzver,
described the ‘'crest of the G@at Himalaya and the
Donkya ranges' as the boundary ~. This description was
completely in accord with the one given by the convention
of 1890. China however took advantage of the first
Indian description without reference to the second.
In 1963, China referred to the Indian description of
the boundary as crossing Natu La as a justification for
her aﬂega}%ons that India had encroached upon Tibetan
territories™ . China's own description of the boundary
'as provided in the related article of the Sino-British
convention of 1890' mentioned ‘'the w. ed' to be
the boundary and avoided the word 'crest'“'. it is likely
that no sooner had China seen the ambiguities in the
Indian description of the boundary, then she decided
to stake her claims over territories on the Sikkim side
of the 'crest' describing them as Chinese (Tibetan) territo-
ries intruded into by Indian troops.

By 1965 mutual allegations of encroachments
mainly focussed on the areas around Cho La (14,500
ft.), Nathula (14,400 ft.) and its neighbouring Dongchui
La (described as 'Tungchula' by China), and Jerpla (14,390
ft.) on the Eastern Sikkim-Chumbi Valley front; and
the areas around Kongra-lamo La (Kongrala, 16,000ft.)
and Bomchho La (Bhom-tsho, 18,000 ft., described 9§
China as 'Tagi La') on the Northern Sikkim front.
Cho La was on the upper reaches of the Dik Chu, an
affluent of the Teesta. It was on the watershed range
between 2§he Teesta system and the Amochu system
eastward™". Nathula was about 5 K.M. south—east zﬂf
Cho La clearly on the Sikkim side of the water-shed®”.
Dongchui La (;gngchula) was south-east of Nathula
on the boundary™~. About 5 K.M. south-east of Nathula,
Jerpla was on the boundary, through which the old Chumbi
Valley road passed. The watershed was clearcut at this
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paint. There was a descent of over 4,000 ft. from the
su_mmfg of the Jelepla towards the Tibetan side in six
miles””. On the northern front, Kongra-lamo La (Lat.
28° - 03' - 48" N., Long 88° -37' -52" E) was about 16 miles-
g. S-E. from Khamba—jong and 4 miles southward below
the Serpurbu pass. In 1902 the boundary was fixed at
P ‘'u-chung-pang, north Kongrala and about 3 miles
below the Serpurbu Pass.”’ And Bomchho La was eastward
from Kongra-lama La and on the border in the Chalamoo-
Lake district included in Sikkim in 1902.”" Contemporane-
ously with the first session of the Inaa-China official
Jevel talks (15 June —25 July 1960), China for the first
time alleged Indian intrusion across the Sikkim-Tibet
boundary. On 2 July 1962, China alleged that Indian
military personnel 'on many occas}gns' intruded into
'"Chinese territory at the Natua'“”. In early 1963,
China also alleged that India constructed 'fortified struc-
tures' with 300 metres of 'Chinese territory' across
Nathula and blocked the pass erecting barbed wire and
digging communication trenches 'at the Natu La'. China
also asserted customary r'Lgl'ng% of the Tibetans to move
acros;sthepasstosﬂdd.m . India asserted that she
was taking defensive measures within ‘'the limits of,
the International boundary'31and that defence of Sikkim
was an Indian responsibility” . Referring to the convention
of 1890 (but without committing herself), China pointed
out that Nathula was located on t}ﬁ 'only watershed
along this section of the boglgtdary' . i
had no differences with China™ . But the most question
was on which side of the watershed the Indian military
works were constructed. China contested the Indian
assertion that they were 'Protective  defence works'
on the Sikkim side of the border. She maintained that
they were built beyond the watershed within Chinese
territory” . China in a photograph of the Nathula, and
an inset map attached with a note explained that Indian
military installations yere on the Chinese side of the
'mountain ridge line'”~. However, the legend did not
tally with the features shown in the map, and the Indian
military installations were clearly on the sikkim side
of the slope of the ridge. On the other hand, India convin-
cingly proved with the help of a photograph of the 'highest
watershed nrdge' that the54§ndian troops and military



structures were located entirely on the Sikkim side
of the boundary in this sector. The photograph clearly
showed that the ‘highest watershed ridge' was beyo%d
the area where India constructed the military works™ .
Despite India's clarifications, China cogﬁfinued to accuse
India of border viclations across Nathula™’.

China also accused India of intrusions across 'Tungchu-
la Pass' (Dongchui La) south-east of Nathula. India was
also accused of building up 'aggressive military structures'
on 1'31'? Chinese side of the pass 'or on the boundary
line'

Around Jelepla, China's claims were at first limited
to assertion of the rights of the Tibetan border inhahitants
to enter Sikkim ‘'according to their usual practice'.39
Through her note of 3 January 1965, China alleged that
up to November 1964, Indian troops built 27 military
structures on ' %OCninese side' of the Jelepla 'or on
the boundary line'.

The same Chinese note also alleged that Indian
troops had buil}h_4 military structures 'on the boundary
line' at Cho La.

China alleged Indian soldiers as intruding into Chinese
(Tibetan) territory north-west of Bomchho La (described
by China as 'Tagi La' 'on the China-Sikkim boundary")
and agzerecting boundary markers 2 K.M. north of the
pass. China also alleged that on 5 August 1963, Indian
saldiers 'Kidnapped' two Tibetan shephards and 'seized
all the 800 and more sheep’ %om the Tibetan side of
the boundary across 'Tagi La' ~. India maintained that
the Tibetan shepherds ‘illegally crossed' the border
through Bomchho La into Sikkim. Therefore they were
arrested and would be allowed tg return after they 'served
their sentences for the offence'™".

Ancther Chinese allegation was that on 27 November
1964 Indian troops captured 59 yaks from Chinese territory
beyond the boundary at 'Latuo La' which was described
as located about 16 4I_§’M south east of 'Choding Gompa
of Khamba Country'™™. India on the other hand denied
intrusion across the kRLmdaxy 'at any paint' far less
the seizure of the yaks.

Yet another charge made by China was that Indian
troops abouted 2 Chinese women from Dai (28° - 09'
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N., 88° - 39' E.) in the Khamba country on 29 May 1965 .
India however maintained that the women feeling from
Tibet entered Sikkim at approximately 28° = 04 Ngr
88° 38' E. for refuge and had no desire to go back ‘.

Mean time, India also alleged major Chinese arm
intrusions into Sikkim across Kongrala and Nathula~-.

Thus, by 1965 several issues between India and
China relating to the Sikkim-Tibet boundary were left
unresolved. Areas alleged to the encroached upon by
India were small. It is possible that China intended to
obstruct India's forward position on the Sikkim-Tibet
boundary. India pointed out that since September 1962
some defence structures were co cted on the Sikkim
side of the Sikkim-Tibet boundary” . It is unlikely that
Indian military installations were built within the Tibetan
side of the boundary as China alleged. In that case China
would have demalished them without entering into pralonged
verbal exchanges with India. Since the Sikkim-Tibet
boundary was well defined, China could not dispute
the boundary alignment in explict terms. It is possible
that without challenging the validity of the boundary,
China intended to marginally adjust it at strategic paints
under Indian possession calling those areas as under
India's illegal occupation. It is also possible that the
Chinese allegations were intended to build up tension
on the border which could be helpful to establish a comm-
onality of purpose with Pakistan which was invalved
in prolonged disputes with India.

China stepped up her accusations of India's viclations
of the Sikkim-Tibet boundary after the outbreak of
India-Pakistan armed conflict over the Rann of Kutch
in early 1965, wgirch she condemned as 'the Indian provoked
armed conflict'.” The tenor of the Chinese communica-
tions to India on the Sikkim-Tibet boundary was also
increasingly marked by bellicosity. China no longer
'urged'szbut 'demanded' the removal of her alleged grie-
vances™ . After the outbreak of the full-scale war between
India and Pakistan in the summer of 1965, China warned
that 'India and Pakistan in the summer of 1965, China
warned that 'India's agyression against any of its neighbours'
concerned 'all of its neighbours', and that India could
rot 'evade responsihility for the chain of consequences
arsing therefrom'"~. The risk of an actual Chinese
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intervention ‘in the war became all the more clear on
8, September 1965 when China establishing a nexus
between the Sikkim-Tibet boundary issue and the India-Pak-
istan War, stated that India's 'expansionist actions against
its neighbours' required China to 'strengthen' her 'defences'
and ‘'heighten her alertness along her borders'. Along
with this warning, China also demanded demalition of
the Indian military structures al]é%ed to be built 'beyond
or on the China-Sikkim boundary'~ ",

The danger arsing from the Chinese warnings
to India caused great concern in the United States.
Secretary of State. Dean Rusk taold newsmen on 8 Septem-
ber that the Chinese warnings were 'matters of concern
if they mean that Pejpjngsglas in mind putting pressures
on its southern neighbour'. On the same day, a motion
in the American Congress to amend the 'Foreign A%stance«
and Related Agencies Appropration Bill, 1966' was
withdrawn to enable the President of the United States
to renew military assistance to India in case of Chinese
attack.”’ American officials asserted that China's military
action against India would 'raise grave issues', and accor-
ding to a credible source it meant that 'ggxe United
States will feel compelled to help defend India'” . However,
. the United States was careful to maintain a commpy
front with the Soviet Union which shared her views
The strongest statement on the Chinese threat was
made by Secretary Rusk on 13 September 1965 thus:
"I think there are those who feel that China is trying
to fish in troubled waters here. Our own advice to Peiping
would be not to do that and to stay out of it and give
the security council %16 the United Nations a chance -
to settle this matter" . However, behind the guarded
American concern ekpressed in puhbli¢, China was more
severely warned through diplomatic channels. The American
Ambassador to Paland, John M. Cabot hluntly warned
the Chinese envoy, Wang Kuc-Chuan in Warsaw on 14
September that in case of China's intervention, the
United States and the members of the United Nations
would ngiia]iate and would feel ohliged to come to India's
defence :

For China, to do nothing in the face of American
warnings meant being bludgeoned into inactvity. On
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16 September 1965, China served India with an ultimatum
demanding that India should 'dismantle all its military
works on the Chinese side of the China-Sikkim boundary,
or on the boundary itself within three days'. China also
demanded that India should 'im mediately' stop all intrusions
along the boundary, return kidnapped border mhabltants
and seized livestock and pledge to refrain from harrassing
raids across the boundary. Otherwise, China warned,
'the Indian Government must bear full responsi
for all the grave consequences arising therefrom"
India however rejected most of Chjnes%3 ailegations
but agreed to a joint inspection on the border

The Chinese uldmatum to India roused great concern
in the United States. on 18 September 1965, following
talks between the Indian Ambassador and Secretary
Rusk, the Deputy Administrator of the U. S. Agency
for International Development William F. Gand _st:ated
that United States would have to resume military assistance
to India in case of Chinese ~attack.? According to
a credible Indian source, American and Brtish fleets
w kept in alert for taking action if the situation warran-
ted ~. At New Delhi, the Indian military officials in private
told the American officials that a Chinese attack in
division strength would require prompt intervention
of Z—\mexican6é:ombat aircrafts to help India defend her
independence . According to information received by
G.D. Birla, the United States in private warned the
Chinese that in case of their actual intervention, the
Americans67would feel constrained to intervene with
A - bomb.

The impact of American warnings against Chinese
intervention could be felt on 19 September when China
taking the excuse of change in India's 'tune' extended
the time limit of68the ultimatum 'to before mid night
of September 22'. China now wanted herself off the
hook.

In the wake of the chinese uldmatum to India,
the United States along with the Soviet Union believed
that the best way to prevent China's intervention was
to get to India-Pakistan War terminated quickly. On
17 September, the U.S. Representative to the U.N.
Arthur J. Goldberg observed in 'the Security Council
that 'mew and serious developments' had ‘'broadened
the threat to the peace' which could 'complicate the
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peace making efforts' of the U.N.69 On 18 September,

he emphasised that the security council 'must act firmly,
decisively, and promptly' because 'in direct contradiction'
to the U.N. efforts 'the Chinese communists are pursuing
a course designed to aggravate' the situation further.
He also emphasised that it was 'doubly necessary' to stand
'firmly against any efforts to spread th'emconﬂict' and
end the war 'before it involves more nations'.

With the U.S.- Soviet convergence on the matter,
the security council coy.?.d pass the unanimous resalution
of 20 September 1965° . The rescluton 'Demands that a
cease—fire should take effect on Wednesday, 22 September
1965, at 0700 hours GMT'. The dead line for the ceasefire
was timed to expire almost simultaneously with the extended
time-limit of the Chinese ultimatum. The 20 September
resolution also included a call on 'all states to refrain
from any action which might aggravate the situation in
the area'. And China was the state which the Security
Council obviously had in mind. Further, the United States
along with Britain exerted considerable pressure on Pakistan
to accept the U.N. proposed cea.;@—ﬁre before the expiry
of the Chinese ultimatum to India’”.

With the India-Pakistan cease-fire on 22 September,
however, the declared raison d' etre of the Chinese ultimatum
to India was not removed. Yet no 'grave consequences'
different from the earlier ones apparently arose. There
was no indication that Indian military works had been
demalished before the terminal date of the ultimatum.
On 20 September China took possession of about 800 yards
of territories along with an Indian post 290 the Sikkim
side of the Dongchui La pass (Tungchula) ~. Yet, it was
far short of the demands made by China along with the
uldimatum. China in order to save her face maintained
that 'intruding Indian troops' were withdrawn .and 'some
of India's 'aggressive military works' were demalished
'withig the specified time-limit set by the Chinese Govern-
ment' *. And China's demands for 'return' of the border
inhabitants and livestock 'im mediately'75 was not met by
India accordirg to China's own admission

The Sikkim-Tibet boundary was well-defined, and
therefore China could not challenge the validity of the
boundary alignment itself. She resorted to the cunning
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device of calling the territories claimed by her on the
Sikkim side of the boundary as Chinese territories under
India's encroachments. She must have expected India to
vacate the territores in order to avaid a two-front war.
it is likely that the Chinese ultimatum expired without
incident because China did not intend to risk war in the
face of strong American reaction. The situation on the
Sikkim-Tibet boundary only reverted to its earlier position
after the lapse of the time-limit of the Chinese ultimatum.
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