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Abstract 
The remote border communities of Arunachal Pradesh had little interaction with a formal military establishment before the extension of Indian administration into the region. Following the deployment of the Indian Army along the India–China frontier, local inhabitants, owing to their intimate knowledge of the terrain and transborder routes, were frequently engaged to undertake reconnaissance missions across the Line of Actual Control (LAC). These assignments involved considerable risk and demanded exceptional endurance, courage, and familiarity with the frontier landscape. Drawing on oral narratives collected from border residents, this paper explores the lived experiences of local reconnaissance guides and examines how their memories have been preserved and transmitted within their communities. Particular attention is given to the account of a reconnaissance guide who was captured and imprisoned by the Chinese military while carrying out his mission. By foregrounding such narratives, the paper highlights the indispensable yet largely undocumented role of local communities in India's border security. It further demonstrates the significance of oral history in reconstructing neglected dimensions of the India–China frontier and contributes to a deeper understanding of the human experiences underlying border reconnaissance.
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Introduction 

Cross-border interactions between state and non-state actors along the India–China frontier long predated India's independence and the integration of these frontier regions into the Union of India. The signing of the Panchsheel Agreement in 1954 formally endorsed the continuation of these longstanding exchanges, allowing frontier communities to cross the border with relatively few restrictions for trade, social interaction, and the fulfillment of their everyday needs.

This relatively stable arrangement, however, was abruptly disrupted by the Chinese aggression of 1962 and the subsequent sealing of the border (Chakravarty, 1964). The conflict marked a watershed in India–China relations and fundamentally reshaped the strategic significance of the frontier. It also transformed the role of border communities in securing India's territorial boundaries. Before the war, local inhabitants primarily assisted government officials by serving as guides, porters, and logistical support personnel, enabling movement through the region's rugged and inaccessible terrain. In the post-1962 period, however, their responsibilities expanded beyond these conventional roles to include intelligence gathering and cross-border reconnaissance. Entrusted with monitoring activities across the frontier and reporting strategic information, many local inhabitants undertook hazardous missions that exposed them to constant risks of arrest, imprisonment, and even death. Their experiences illustrate how the defence of the India–China border increasingly depended not only on military deployment but also on the knowledge, mobility, and courage of the frontier communities.

The post-1962 expansion of the role of frontier communities included reconnaissance activities engaged by the Indian paramilitary that differed significantly from the work of formal intelligence agencies. Unlike professionally trained intelligence personnel, these reconnoiter were ordinary local inhabitants with no formal training in intelligence gathering. Their primary responsibility was to observe developments across the border, including troop movements and infrastructure construction, document them whenever possible, and report their findings to the security forces.
Their effectiveness lay not in professional expertise but in their intimate knowledge of the border terrain, routes, and local conditions. Because of the sensitive nature of their work, reconnoiters were recruited discreetly through informal networks based on trust, reliability, and familiarity with the frontier, rather than through the open recruitment processes used for porters. Their indigenous knowledge and mobility made them invaluable assets in India's border surveillance efforts.

Sources and Methodology	

Information on military activities is often difficult to obtain because most official records remain classified. As a result, both the general public and researchers have limited access to such documents. Nevertheless, a few archival sources provide useful background for this study. In addition, valuable information can be gathered through the personal experiences of individuals who once worked with the army. This paper employs a qualitative research approach, analyzing publicly available information. There are a certain limitations limited academic literature, and government official records are classified which are not accessible to the researcher. These limitations hinder the depth as well as broader context of the research.

The samples of five members each from Monigong and Mechuka from Shi-Yomi district and Tuting from Upper Siang district have been selected. They had served the army in capacity of agent. Owing to the small population of these villages, residents were generally familiar with those who had worked as reconnoiters, making them relatively easy to identify for samples. During the preliminary stage of this research, the researcher established contact with several former reconnoiters and conducted in-depth interviews in 2021-22 to document their experiences. It is not possible to discuss about all the agents activities separately but overall idea of problem and prospects were ascertained. Thus, narrations of the few people and happenings with them are mainly focused for the discussion. These oral narratives constitute the primary source of evidence for this paper and form the basis of its analysis.

Findings and Results

The anecdote of Tame Pulom (Pulom Interview, 2022) and others are the central findings of the study. Tame Pulom, a Bokar Adi from Pulom village in the Monigong Circle, belonged to a transborder community with longstanding social and cultural ties across the India–Tibet frontier. Known for his cheerful nature and sharp intellect, he regularly travelled to Tibet to procure essential commodities before the India–China border was sealed in 1962, as did many other inhabitants of the frontier region. He belonged to the Saji clan of the Bokar Adi, which maintained close kinship ties with Tibetans as well as Bokar Adi communities living beyond the border. Owing to his personal initiative and frequent interactions with Tibetans, he acquired a good command of the Tibetan language.

Recognizing his familiarity with the region and his linguistic skills, the Sema Sashtra Bal (SSB) and Assam Rifles (regiment of India Army) discreetly engaged him as a secret agent to gather information from across the international border. During one of his routine cross-border journeys, however, he was apprehended by the Chinese Army in 1971.

After his arrest, Tame Pulom was imprisoned in Tibet Autonomous Region of China. During his imprisonment, he was taught basic Chinese and recalled sharing the prison with soldiers loyal to the Dalai Lama. After spending nine years in custody, he was finally released in 1980 and repatriated to India. His release brought immense relief and joy after years of confinement.

Ironically, upon his return, he was again taken into custody by the Indian Army and detained for nearly two years at Aalo, about 185 kilometres from his native village. To understand the distance and its accessibility, they often say that the journey to Aalo took nearly ten days on foot. This unexpected detention deeply frustrated him. After his release, the authorities offered him a regular government job in recognition of his service. However, he declined the offer, explaining that he needed to look after his agricultural land and livestock. His strong emotional attachment to his family and ancestral property ultimately led him to forgo what could have been a secure government career.

The experience of Tame Pulom also invites critical reflection. From the perspective of the Indian Army, his prolonged detention in China may have raised legitimate security concerns. After spending nearly nine years in Chinese custody, the authorities may have suspected that he had been influenced, trained, or coerced by the Chinese before his release. Given that he would return to live in a strategically sensitive border region, the Army likely considered it necessary to verify his background and assess any potential security risks before allowing him to resume civilian life.

Another notable agent was Kunsang Penjur, a member of the Memba community from Tuting. Originally from a village across the international border, he migrated to India in 1951 at the age of seventeen due to increasing political pressure from the Chinese authorities in Tibet. After settling in India, he was engaged by the Indian Army as agent because of his familiarity with the border region and language conversant to beyond border (Penjur Interview, 2021).

On several occasions, he crossed the border to gather intelligence from the other side. During one such mission, he and a companion were detected by the Chinese Army and subsequently imprisoned for two years. They eventually managed to escape from Chinese custody. However, while they were being pursued, his companion was shot dead. Kunsang Penjur narrowly evaded capture and successfully crossed back into India safely.

Another former agent from Geching village in Monigong Circle recounted that he had also been engaged by the Indian Army for reconnaissance missions. During his service, he travelled extensively across the Monigong–Tuting region and crossed the international border on several occasions to gather information (Interview, 2022).
According to his account, the Chinese Army has become increasingly vigilant and aggressive towards anyone suspected of conducting cross-border reconnaissance. He believed that if such individuals were apprehended today, they would face an extremely high risk of being killed. Aware of these dangers, he no longer accepts such assignments. He explained that whenever he learns that the Indian Army intends to approach him for a mission, he deliberately avoids contact, fearing the potentially fatal consequences of being captured across the border.

Reasons for Joining the Job in Early Days

Before the closure of the India–China border in 1962, many border communities earned their livelihood by serving as intermediaries in cross-border trade. With the expansion of trade through Indian markets and the eventual sealing of the border after the 1962 war, these traditional economic opportunities gradually disappeared, leaving many families in search of alternative sources of income (Pertin, 2024).

As the Indian Army and civil administration established their presence in these remote frontier regions, local inhabitants were often engaged as reconnoiters and paid on a lump-sum basis for each assignment. During periods of regular patrolling along the Line of Control (LoC), the Army frequently recruited local youths as scouts because of their familiarity with the terrain. In some instances, villagers recalled that they were persuaded—or even compelled—to undertake these missions (Pertin, 2024).

Financial necessity was one of the primary reasons for accepting such work, particularly during the agricultural off-season when employment opportunities were limited. Today, temporary reconnaissance assignments continue to attract unemployed youth and school dropouts who seek cash income to meet their daily needs. Despite the considerable risks involved, economic hardship often outweighs concerns for personal safety.

The Army generally preferred physically fit and energetic young men for these assignments. Knowledge of the language spoken across the border, along with proficiency in Hindi for communicating with military officials, was considered an important qualification. However, since the border was sealed more than six decades ago, finding individuals fluent in the language spoken across the border has become increasingly difficult. Over time, communities on both sides have adopted the official languages of their respective countries through formal education, resulting in a gradual decline in cross-border linguistic familiarity (Pulom Interview, 2022).

Discussion

The experiences of Tame Pulom suggest that many border residents were largely illiterate and unfamiliar with the functioning of the Indian military during the early years of their engagement. Their limited awareness often made them vulnerable to official decisions and influence. Pulom's refusal of a regular government job, despite its long-term security and benefits, reflects his deep attachment to his family and agricultural livelihood rather than a clear understanding of its significance.

The study also reveals that once an individual had gained experience as a reconnaissance; the Army frequently relied on that person for future assignments. In many instances, former reconnaissance reported that they were expected to undertake missions whenever required, sometimes even against their wishes. Such temporary engagements often disrupted their agricultural activities and family responsibilities, while providing little long-term security or institutional support. These accounts highlight the importance of maintaining a strong and trusting relationship between the Army and border communities, whose local knowledge has been indispensable for military operations.

The oral narratives further indicate that several individuals lost their lives while undertaking reconnaissance missions, yet their sacrifices have remained largely undocumented. In a number of cases, particularly in the Monigong Circle, those who crossed the border on such assignments never returned and continue to be listed as missing. Their families have lived for decades with uncertainty, repeatedly approaching government authorities in search of information but receiving few answers. There is a pressing need for appropriate governmental mechanisms and bilateral arrangements to determine the fate of those who disappeared and, where possible, facilitate the repatriation of individuals who may have been detained across the border. This study is significant because it brings to light the overlooked contributions and sacrifices of ordinary border residents whose role in safeguarding India's frontier has received little attention in official historical narratives.

Suggestions and Recommendations

The services of local reconnaissance operatives should be formally recognized through an appropriate institutional framework. Wherever feasible, their engagement may be regularized so that they are acknowledged as an integral part of the security apparatus. Such recognition would not only provide them with a sense of belonging and dignity but also strengthen their commitment to serving the nation.

Where regularization is not possible, they should receive fair and adequate monthly remuneration commensurate with the risks and responsibilities associated with their work. Proper financial support would encourage greater dedication and ensure the continued availability of trained local personnel whenever required by the security forces.

Given the hazardous nature of reconnaissance missions, comprehensive life insurance coverage should be provided to all reconnaissance operatives. In the event of death, disappearance, or permanent disability while on duty, their families should receive timely and adequate compensation from the appropriate authorities. Ensuring financial security and welfare for these individuals and their families is essential, as many currently undertake such high-risk assignments without sufficient protection or institutional support.

Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated the close relationship that developed between the border communities and the security forces in the frontier regions. Over the years, their interaction has evolved into a relationship built on trust, cooperation, and mutual dependence. Local residents have played a crucial role in supporting the security forces, particularly through reconnaissance and other forms of assistance, while the security forces have also contributed to the welfare of these communities by organizing initiatives such as free medical camps and other public service activities. This reciprocal relationship has strengthened both border security and community resilience.

Despite their significant contributions, the role of ordinary border residents in safeguarding the nation's frontiers has remained largely absent from official historical records. Many individuals undertook hazardous missions, and some even sacrificed their lives or disappeared in the service of the country, yet their efforts have received little public recognition or institutional acknowledgment. Their stories continue to survive primarily through oral narratives preserved within local communities. It is, therefore, imperative to undertake more in-depth research on this neglected aspect of border history so that the contributions and sacrifices of these unsung civilians are properly documented, recognized, and incorporated into the broader narrative of India's national security.
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Interview (former agents)
10. Tame Pulom, aged around a permanent resident of Monigong circle, Shi-Yomi District, held scheduled interview on 12 January 2022.
11. Kunsang Penjur, aged around 85 years is a permanent of Lali Basti, Tuting circle, Upper Siang District, held scheduled interview on 17 December 2021.
12. T. Samyor, aged about 50 years is a permanent of Geching village, Monigong circle, Shi Yomi District, held schedule interive on 10 January 2022.
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