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Praise for Sudeep Chakravarti


On Highway 39


‘Masterly … Replete with stories, a refreshing eye (and ear) for detail.’ – The Telegraph


‘The book should be read for its brazen honesty and by all who care about the idea of a collective, inclusive India.’ – Indian Express


‘Highway 39 … has yielded spectacular results … Among the very few significant narratives on northeast India.’ – Biblio


‘A gripping read.’ – India Today


On Plassey


‘Sudeep Chakravarti’s book on the battle of Plassey is popular history writing at its very best … Plassey was a turning point but that battle and the background have not received the attention it merits. Chakravarti’s book fills a significant gap and does so in an enviable manner. The book will stand the test of time.’ – Rudrangshu Mukherjee, Chancellor and Professor of History, Ashoka University


‘This work is certainly a tour de force.’ – OPEN


‘Sudeep Chakravarti’s Plassey proves to be as absorbing as the battle it recounts … This is a book that librarians must list and buyers read for what it is worth, if not also for the battle itself that it recounts. Publishers and readers must patiently cradle the deeper talents and prescience of the likes of Chakravarti to build better societies, especially in these times.’ – India Today


‘(Plassey) makes for gratifying reading … a strong cast that provides food for delicious storytelling is only part of the equation. In Chakravarti’s hands, it also meets healthy analysis and an even-handed study which constantly interrogates the diversity of records and tries to weed out exaggerations in one by holding it up against divergent views in another.’ – Mint


On The Bengalis


‘Written with verve, energy and polish, and drawing on considerable resources, both anecdotal and archival, Chakravarti’s book takes its place beside other contemporary attempts at “collective” portraiture, such as Jeremy Paxman’s The English and John Hooper’s The Italians.’ – The Hindu


‘A compact and brilliant work … dazzling virtuosity … The clipped descriptions of Noakhali and Naxalbari are worthy of Hemingway.’ – The Tribune


‘The Bengalis is an astonishingly good book, written by an author at the height of his powers.’ – The Pioneer


‘The Bengalis is by far the best non-fiction book from India I have read this year.’ – Hindustan Times


On Red Sun


‘A book that every MP, MLA and minister should read before entering office. Needless to say, sociologists and bureaucrats should read it as compulsory study material.’ – The Hindu


‘Chakravarti adopts a questioning attitude towards Maoist opponents and Maoist sympathizers alike. The result is a remarkably objective book …’ – Far Eastern Economic Review


‘Chakravarti does a valuable job in fleshing out the human stories that lie behind the headlines … This [is] essential reading.’ – Business India


‘The sombre story of India at war with itself.’ – Deccan Herald
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A Note on Reading The Eastern Gate


A work of non-fiction is sometimes defined by a template driven by its genre: history, politics, conflict and conflict resolution, anthropology, foreign policy, geopolitics, internal security, human rights, travelogue, reportage, narrative non-fiction, commentary, and so very much more.


The Eastern Gate is a collective, if you will, of several of these genres. As a chronicler, historian, writer, storyteller, analyst, columnist, journalist—these are placed with no particular emphasis—my work has always attempted to engage multiple experiences and approaches.


For this work, I’ve added a ‘dispatches’ element: in the narrative employing news breaks as they happened, information and messages received and exchanged, notes and thoughts as preparatory to writing, notes and records of meetings, recapping a work-day, snippets from travel diaries, snatches from the notebook, slices of life …


These lend immediacy to events, an unvarnished rawness that reveals layers of truth and perception. That is why I opted to weave several of these elements into the narrative in the original form instead of sanitising them or, to use an equally unlovely phrase, processing them. I hope it enhances your travel to The Eastern Gate and beyond to so very many Wheres, Whens, Whos, Whats and Whys that envelop this dynamic and charged region of the Indian subcontinent.


SC 
Socorro, Goa 
October, 2021




Key


AFSPA. The Armed Forces (Special) Powers Act, 1958 permits the army and its adjuncts wide powers of investigation, interdiction and killing even on suspicion. Offers constitutionally mandated legal prophylactic for such actions. Applied in various parts of Northeast India. Across all Nagaland, most of Manipur, parts of Assam, Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh. Similar law applied in what was earlier the state of Jammu & Kashmir. Such laws persist despite several government committees recommending their dilution and repeal. Several states of India apply similar special laws that accord local police AFSPA-like powers.


Alternative Arrangement. A demand by several Naga tribes under the umbrella of the United Naga Council, the apex organisation of Naga people of Manipur, for Naga homelands to be delinked from the administrative ambit of the government of Manipur to deal directly and autonomously with the central government in New Delhi. A major sticking political point in Manipur, often used by UNC and its affiliates to trigger strikes and shutdowns in Naga homelands to squeeze Imphal Valley.


Article 371. Provisions of various sub-sections of this article India’s Constitution that accords special provisions and guarantees related variously to customary law, land ownership, degrees of administrative and judicial autonomy, among other things, in Nagaland (371A), Assam (371B), Manipur (371C), Sikkim (371F), Mizoram (371G) and Arunachal Pradesh (371H). Article 371A in particular has guarantees that are very similar in nature to Article 35A, abolished in 2019, which accorded special residential and other guarantees to citizens of the former state and now-bifurcated territory of Jammu & Kashmir. The Bharatiya Janata Party and the BJP-led central government maintained that Article 35A hampered development, but Article 371A and other ‘sister’ subsections continue to guarantee similar provisions in far-eastern India.


Asian Highway. Two so-called Asian Highway routes that pass east to northwest through India. Asian Highway 1 (AH1) on paper runs from Tokyo to Istanbul. The Indian aspect begins in Moreh in southeast Manipur, at the border with Myanmar, then cuts through Bangladesh to Kolkata and mimics the old Grand Trunk Route across to Pakistan. AH2 runs from Denpasar in Bali, Indonesia to Khosravi in western Iran. The Indian aspect begins at Moreh and after traversing Manipur it takes a different route through northeast India and Bangladesh to re-emerge in India and tracks a more northerly route than AH 1 across northern India to pass into Pakistan. There are several smaller aspects of various other AH designations that criss-cross India.


CAA. The controversial Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019 that was revived as a controversial Bill by the BJP-led national government when the coalition won a second parliamentary term in May 2019— and passed by parliament in December that year. It sought to offer citizenship to non-Muslim citizens of Indian origin from present-day Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh; and reduced the waiting time for citizenship by nearly half. CAA is seen by many in far-eastern India, particularly the communally-charged hotspot of Assam, as legitimising migrants—even Hindu migrants. Cause of unrest across the region and violence in Assam. At the time of publication of this book, the central government, specifically the Ministry of Home Affairs, which repeatedly sought extensions to frame rules that will govern CAA, was yet to do so.


Chakhesang. A Naga tribal collective, evolved from the Chokri, Kheza and Sangtam tribes. Now recognised as a separate tribe in Nagaland. They have homelands primarily in the Phek region in south-eastern Nagaland and in contiguous areas in north-eastern Manipur.


CorCom. The Coordination Committee was formed by seven Manipuri rebel groups in July 2012. It quickly came to be known as CorCom. The United National Liberation Front (UNLF), Revolutionary People’s Front (RPF has as its armed wing the PLA or People’s Liberation Army), Kanglei Yawol Kanna Lup (KYKL)—along with UNLF and PLA, the current trinity among these groups—Kangleipak Communist Party (KCP), People’s Revolutionary Party of Kangleipak (PREPAK), a faction PREPAK-PRO or PREPAK progressive, and United People’s Party of Kangleipak (UPPK). UPPK was expelled from CorCom in early 2013. CorCom and its members, as a collective and as individual entities, has allied with NSCN (K) and the Independent faction of ULFA or United Liberation Front of Asom (Independent), to conduct operations against the Indian Army, paramilitaries and police. NSCN (K) openly offered refuge to these other rebel groups like factions of Bodo rebels from Assam and Kamtapuri rebels from northern Bengal, an arrangement which weakened after implosions within K since 2017 and subsequent operations by Myanmar’s military.


Framework Agreement. An agreement signed in New Delhi between NSCN (I-M), the largest Naga rebel group, and the Government of India on 3 August 2015, in the presence of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Rajnath Singh, home minister at the time, and Ajit Doval, national security advisor. The signatories were R.N. Ravi, at the time government-appointed interlocutor for Naga peace talks, and Thuingaleng Muivah, general secretary of NSCN (I-M), the expanded form of which is National Socialist Council of Nagalim (Isak-Muivah). It was an agreement to come to an agreement to formally end conflict with Naga rebels and take to a logical end an uneasy ceasefire with I-M signed in 1997.


ILP. The Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation Act, 1873 created a system of the Inner Line Permit, or ILP, to regulate the entry, period of stay and movement of non-locals in several parts of far-eastern India. After 1950, non-locals came to mean citizens of India and it was applied to Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland and Mizoram. In the wake of the fracas over CAA, it was extended to Manipur. Meghalaya has since consistently pushed for extension of ILP to that state.


Kaladan Multi-Modal Project. A work-in-progress project to link Aizawl in Mizoram by road due south to the Kaladan river jetty in Myanmar, and, via the port of Bay of Bengal port of Sittwe, link the port at Kolkata. A road and railway project to link Agartala in Tripura to the border town of Sabroom and then on to Chittagong port in Bangladesh for further links to various points on the Indian seaboard is a smaller but significant project which, like the Kaladan project, was born of the Look-East Policy announced by Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao in 1994.


NRC. The National Register of Citizens, like CAA pushed a pet project of the BJP-led central government. Thus far aggressively applied in Assam, it is seen by many as a target to identify and eject—although nobody is certain where to—those outed as illegal migrants from Bangladesh. Nearly two million, mostly Hindu, were corralled under NRC with a time-consuming appeal process and several cramped camps have come up in Assam since 2019 to house those deemed to be illegal by Assam’s government. The NRC net snagged numerous citizens of India as well as some who had served in the Indian armed forces and paramilitary organisations. NRC is generally welcomed in Assam and has been held out as an election-stump threat by the ruling party in other states, particularly West Bengal.


NSCN. The National Socialist Council of Nagaland, formed in 1980 in the wake of disappointment and anger among some Naga rebel leaders, including Muivah, at what they saw as the capitulation of other rebel leaders of the rebel-led Federal Government of Nagaland, who signed the so-called Shillong Accord in 1975. This cemented Nagaland’s relationship with the Republic of India even more solidly than the peace deal of 1960 which led to the creation of Nagaland as a state of India in 1963. The Shillong Accord accepted the supremacy of India’s Constitution, among other clauses that bound Nagaland to India. Muivah, Isak Chishi Swu and S.S. Khaplang led the NSCN, which continued armed action against India forces, police and administration. It became a parallel government in Nagaland and all Naga homelands, both in India and Myanmar. In 1988, Khaplang violently broke away after differences with Muivah and Khaplang and formed what is known as NSCN (K) with its base in Taga, in northwest Myanmar. Both groups later singed ceasefire agreements with India, I-M in 1997 and K in 2001, but K broke away from ceasefire in early 2015. Meanwhile, both I-M and K suffered several fissures and breaks. These breakaway groups, all of them sporting various NSCN appellations—for instance U, K-K, K-Khango, K-Sumi—have since in 2017 entered into peace talks with the government of India, a situation I-M has viewed as unacceptable— because it dilutes its claim to speak for all Naga peoples and interests.


Phizo. Angami Zapu Phizo is a Naga rebel icon. Along with colleagues he led the evolution of the Naga National Council, which first pressed for autonomy and then independence in 1951, with a landmark plebiscite which the government of India dismissed. Phizo emerged as the hard-line face of the pushback against India, and, in short order, leader of the rebel government, Federal Government of Nagaland. He escaped in 1960 with help of a British missionary, the Reverend Michael Scott, first to east Pakistan and eventually to the United Kingdom. He settled into a life of a gentleman-rebel in Kent. After his death in 1990, his remains were brought to Nagaland amidst an outpouring of emotion and his funerary ceremonies attended by massive crowds. He was interred near the Nagaland secretariat and Assembly complex in Kohima. Phizo was born in 1913 in Khonoma, the Angami village famous for its resistance to the British and, then, India.


Tatmadaw. The collective by which Myanmar’s armed forces (army, navy and air force) and its auxiliaries and militias, is known. Tatmadaw has for long controlled everything from the government to the economy, except for a few short years after independence from Great Britain in 1948. A military coup in 1962 ended democracy until 2011. An uneasy practical alliance with the party of former opposition icon Aung San Suu Kyi ended in early 2021, when Tatmadaw arrested Suu Kyi and her senior colleagues and took control of the government. Even with their occasional operations against anti-India rebels, Tatmadaw officials have regularly negotiated quid pro quo with various groups of Naga, Meitei, Kuki, Assamese and Bodo rebels, among others. Payments have been made in cash—to simply remain in Myanmar or to free a Manipuri rebel leader, for example—and kind—such as occasionally providing perimeter security for Tatmadaw and even pitching in for operations against Myanmarese rebels.


Zeliangrong. A Naga tribal collective, formed from the very distinct Zeme, Liangmei and Rongmei tribes. They have homelands in west and northwest Manipur, primarily the districts of Tamenglong and Noney (hived off from Tamenglong in late-2016) and the contiguous area of Peren district in south-western Nagaland.




Introduction


There is a story behind the naming of The Eastern Gate.


I was in Imphal in early November 2009 on one of several visits to the capital of Manipur and elsewhere in the state to research a book set in this far-eastern region of India. In a way that book, Highway 39, published in 2012, was a prelude to this one: it sought to explain the history and root causes of some key conflicts in far-eastern India, and the despair and distress of several decades. It was an attempt to unravel the remarkable and brutal recent history of Nagaland and Manipur, their conjoined and restive present, and their uncertain yet desperately hopeful future. It portrayed a picture of a people brought repeatedly to breakdown through years of political conceit and deceit, poor and presumptuous governance, immense ethnic tensions, rebellions on account of a great disrespect of local identities and aspirations, outright conflict, human-rights horrors, a cumulative and wrenching insecurity— and, yet, coming through it all with inspirational resilience.


The story of this region, what India’s political etymology calls its ‘Northeast’, is a story of our times.


While there is much to be healed and much to be done, there is now active talk, and its occasional walking, of reconciliation with various factions of Naga, Meitei, Kuki, Assamese and Zomi rebels in the region, among several other ethnically charged fronts; their rehabilitation; and non-violent participation in their futures. Alongside—and that is a loaded word in politics, geopolitics and their practice—this strategic gateway region to India’s myriad eastern ambitions and security ambit has ever more become the mirror to India’s ‘Look East’ policy announced by the Indian government in 1994. At the time, P.V. Naramsimha Rao was prime minister. A subsequent ‘Act East’ policy was announced in November 2014 at an India-ASEAN meeting in Myanmar, the first significant eastern flourish of the government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. In the process it bridged this common outlook of two vastly different administrations with different agendas: one led by the relatively centrist Congress, and the other by the overtly right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party.


But whatever the political constructs and policies for integral nation with the overhang of fevered nationalism, for several years I have understood that there cannot be a Look- or Act East Policy by overlooking Northeast India—what I prefer to call Far-Eastern India. India’s relations with this region will mark the country’s engagement with its northern and eastern neighbours—China, Bangladesh, Nepal, Myanmar and Bhutan. Equally, there can be no doubt whatsoever that India’s relations with these neighbours will have a direct bearing on how this region thrives, or falls by the wayside, in the future. The success or failure of India’s policies—and it will ultimately fail if ‘Northeast’ India is not an intimate part of it—depends on this understanding.


Indeed, the power of such collective dynamics—alongside manmade impulses such as climate change and migration—might decide whether there will remain a ‘Northeast India’ as we know it today.


And yet, for all its importance and relatively recent policy initiatives, far-eastern India has suffered from several decades of mandated ignorance and apathy. A deliberate apathy that is rooted right from hundreds of millions of childhoods, as in Mainland India textbooks for long-ignored key histories, major historical figures, tribes, cultures, and even geographies beyond the most cursory mention of the Brahmaputra river that helps to feed and hold together much of eastern India and Bangladesh. One of India’s two central school boards introduced the history of Northeast India into the curriculum as late as 2014–2015, as an afterthought, and with scant, ideologically whitewashed tools with which to teach it, in the history syllabus. It was a beginning of sorts.
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This is the region to which the Japanese drove up in 1944 from their fresh conquest, Burma. It was a die-hard bid to push back the British and attack India’s east in a plan to move steadily into the subcontinent. The Allied pushback, aided massively by British-Indian troops and the often-forgotten contribution of peoples who call this region home, ensured a different history. This is where India’s more benign outreach begins, at least as stated in its policy curriculum vitae, a pivot to secure its interests in the neighbourhood through strengthened diplomatic ties, securing strategic bridgeheads and routes, and communication, commerce and investment.


The Eastern Gate seeks to background the ambit of that ambition in this geo-strategic, geo-economic sweet spot with a combination of research and reportage in a narrative that draws in policymakers from politicians and bureaucrats to academicians and analysts, players of every hue from rebels to intelligence operatives, and people in whose name policies and plays are made. Equally, in a narrative that begins in mid-2014—around the time the first BJP-led government of Prime Minister Modi was just weeks away from winning the general elections to Parliament—The Eastern Gate also seeks to highlight the mechanics and the pressures and counter-pressures of peace-making that has the potential to transform and elevate this region: the Naga peace process that saw an uptick in mid-2015; and the crucial, often misunderstood ethno-political umbilical that ties it firmly to Manipur and, to a lesser extent, to Arunachal Pradesh and Assam. Slips-ups, obtuseness, arrogance, and that great contributor to failure, being too-clever-by-half in the process of conflict resolution, could unleash dynamics that could destroy the notion that so often celebrates the absence of war as peace. Alas, the process has already witnessed an unfair share of all-of-the-above.


Even with the overwhelming superiority of India’s security apparatus, the simple truth is that, if conflict were to resume on account of a collapse of ceasefires triggered by dead-end peace negotiations, disagreement by a major faction, or perception of massive loss of face to a rebel group in particular—and, by extension, to the people it seeks to represent in general—then there would be an immediate, visible rise in public sympathy for the rebel cause. ‘Tables could turn very quickly,’ as a Naga acquaintance close to the peace talks between Naga rebels and the government of India explained to me by way of an example. And, rebel-cause could be a fresh cause to reflect the times: millennial rebels carrying millennial resentment and dissent, not just in Nagaland but across this region.


This aspect is important. Rebels held out for decades in various ways with the direct and indirect help of support at home, as it were, as much as support by the agencies of neighbouring governments which at one time or another found it useful to train, supply and offer safe passage and haven to numerous rebel groups rooted in Nagaland, Mizoram, Manipur, Assam, Tripura, Arunachal Pradesh and Meghalaya. Despite being under severe pressure from Indian security forces and geopolitical realities that have triggered a steady squeezing of their havens in Bangladesh and Myanmar, and despite being seemingly out-of-step with their semi-Maoist ideologies or, occasionally, Che-romanticism, such rebel groups—especially those representing Manipur’s majority Meitei community and identity—continue to hold emotional cachet among the public. It’s an umbilical link rooted in history and culture—and the wrongs, real and perceived, by India.


The Naga peace process and Manipur—the two that find far greater primacy and detail in this book on account of their interconnected and regional impact—is fraught with righteous perceptions of the same suggestion, or outcome, that can seem equally just for one community and unjust for another.
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This G-spot, as it were, rivals the Afghanistan-Pakistan (or Af-Pak, in seminar-speak) G-spot to India’s west, and stretches from eastern Nepal, to Bhutan and the uneasy Tibetan Administrative Region of China, to Myanmar and Bangladesh—countries with which this region of India shares borders just shy of 5,200 km.


Indeed, the very meaning of neighbourhood is different here.


The region, which accounts for nearly a seventh of India’s landmass and is home to nearly 50 million people, can most easily reach the ports of Bay of Bengal through Bangladesh and Myanmar. The easiest trade and land communication routes linking far-eastern India and eastern India—in simpler terms, say, Agartala in Tripura to Kolkata in West Bengal—are right across Bangladesh, as was the case before the Partition in 1947 cartographically and callously divided the subcontinent.


As aircraft fly, the distance from Guwahati—northeast India’s largest city and the commercial hub of Assam, the region’s largest and most populous state—to Kunming, the commercial and strategic hub of south-western China, is just over 1,100 kilometres, about an hour and half in a passenger jet, perhaps thirty minutes in a modern fighter. The Tibetan Plateau is even closer. Lhasa is 389 kilometres away as the eagle flies. Sylhet, an important hub in north-eastern Bangladesh, lies less than 150 kilometres south of Guwahati, and is much closer to Shillong and Silchar. Dhaka, with which Guwahati had rich riverine commerce before Partition—as did much of eastern India—is at a little over 300 kilometres; and, border controls permitting, a day’s drive south. In comparison, New Delhi is about 1,500 kilometres away by plane (and Beijing, 2,700 kilometres).


A combination of wishful strategic thinking and hopeful strategic planning visualises that, in the near-future, within a day you may be able to drive down straight to the south of Guwahati, and be deep inside Myanmar’s mineral- and energy-rich regions, or access a port on the Bay of Bengal to reach Kolkata and beyond. With current border controls and awful infrastructure on the Indian side, the overland aspect would take three days or more. (Of course, the combination of occasional pandemic and a perennially heavy-handed military in Myanmar must first permit such movement.)


From here beckon points further east: overland to Thailand, Vietnam, Lao, Cambodia, Malaysia and Singapore, and other nations of south-east Asia, adding a significant layer to existing sea and air routes, boosting hinterlands, investment, markets and interdependent and interlocking alliances. It would also be a part of India’s delayed and sometimes knee-jerk overture with its ‘golden necklace’, if you will, to China’s brash, set-in-stone strategy of the ‘string of pearls’ which marks that emergent superpower’s presence across Asia, and the Indian Ocean that is Indian only in name.


You get the picture.


So, this book also reiterates the need for a necessary pivot: India has also to see things from the perspective of this region, not merely push the perspective of mandarins in New Delhi. Because here in far-eastern India it’s also about a future in relation to this region’s two largest and ever-more ambitious neighbours: If there is Mainland China, there is also ‘Mainland India’. This is a geographical, geopolitical and psychological truth.


For it all to work out, of course, there needs to be absence of restiveness or absence of conflict in this far-eastern region of India that is home to more than two hundred ethnic communities and more than two hundred languages and dialects. Calm along its borders with Myanmar, China, Bangladesh, and Bhutan. And, naturally, calm in all these countries.


India’s eastern elixir is a seductive, stunningly complex cocktail.
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The implication of it all was brought home to me like nothing else one evening in Imphal, as I attended a felicitation ceremony for a protest icon, Irom Sharmila. She was at the time jailed, and intubated for force-feeding—she was on a years-long hunger strike. It was Sharmila’s protest against a massacre of civilians by troopers of Assam Rifles, an operational extension of the Indian Army, in 2000. Her refusal to eat was interpreted as attempted suicide by local courts. Indian penal law prescribed jail time just shy of a year for such offence. By this time, she had been in jail for nearly nine years (and would remain there until 2016), a ludicrous circus of release-and-arrest to conform to the letter of that law.


Sharmila was to be fêted at this ceremony by two other protest icons. One was Mahasweta Devi, the ageing, unwell and still formidable activist-litterateur who arrived from Kolkata. The other was Yumnam Mangol Devi, a long-time leader of the Meira Paibi. This tiny octogenarian was a legend among this group—literally, women torchbearers—on account of torches that bands of ladies would carry during their dramatic night marches and vigils, protesting a range of things from alcoholism to the abuse of human rights.


As with the welcome accorded to Mahasweta, Ima Mangol—Mother Mangol—was received as a warrior, not just the elder, the grandmother, she also was. Applause followed her from the driveway to the auditorium where the ceremony would be held. Women and men, young and old, greeted her with folded hands. Some rushed to touch the ground before her feet.


Such respect wasn’t unusual here. Women like Ima Mangol— generations of Meira Paibi—have for more than a hundred years taken protest and outrage to the rulers of Manipur. These manifestations of nupi lan or women’s war have been both relatively small and big. In 1904, several thousand women surrounded Lt Col. H. St P. Maxwell, Manipur’s British Resident, over an order by him to renew the hated practice of forced labour. Earlier imposed by Manipur’s maharajas, the system of lalup forced males between the ages of seventeen and sixty to offer set days of free labour to be used at the pleasure of the administration. In a book, Nupi Lan, there is a telling of how Maxwell referred to these protesting women: ‘It is very difficult to know how to treat a mob of wild cats like this, but I shall take care to disperse them next time before they become numerous.’ As it happened, Maxwell was compelled to call off lalup. In Manipur, this episode is referred to as the First Nupi Lan.


There have been others. Women protesters were beaten and bayoneted by troopers of Assam Rifles in 1939–1940 during what is called the Second Nupi Lan, over the issue of rice being exported from Imphal valley by a compact of British colonial overlords and Manipur’s king, and the transaction completed by Marwari traders of the time. It created massive shortages of this staple, coming as it did after floods in 1939 that devastated crops.
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They have witnessed other indignities wrought by quirks of history and rulers.


Like the seemingly innocuous incident in early 1972 set some Meitei nationalists on edge. On 21st January that year, Manipur was formally declared a fully-fledged state of India. The attitude and optics of that announcement remain controversial in nationalist circles five decades later and is likely to remain controversial as history is increasingly written by those from Manipur instead of sanitised and redacted histories processed by central-government mandated educational institutions in New Delhi.


Aesthetic publicity posters for the inauguration showed classic, if somewhat stereotypical, Meitei symbols. A Manipuri dancer of the Raas Leela form was the centrepiece. Typical of this dance embodying the ‘divine love’ of Radha and Krishna—and the numerous bewitching gopis without whom this romance is incomplete—she was shown wearing the ethereally beautiful costume, potloi, with its distinct, stiff cylindrical skirt, the kumin. This late-18th century form is credited to the court of a Meitei king, Bhagya Chandra, who reigned a few decades after Hinduism was mandated as the state religion by King Pamheiba. The dancer in the poster was accompanied by far older symbols. The mythical Kangla-sha, a creature with a lion’s body and a dragon head, sacred to Meitei heritage, and the ancient practice of Sanamahi—that Pamheiba sought to demolish—was to her right. To the dancer’s left was coiled Pakhangba, the dragon-snake central to the Meitei origin myth for both religion and royalty.


The legend read: ‘Manipur. A New State Inaugurated by Prime Minister Smt. Indira Gandhi.’


While it was pitch-perfect for a prime minister fresh off a stunning military victory with the surrender of a huge contingent of Pakistan’s armed forces in East Pakistan-now-Bangladesh, the poster was tone deaf in two significant ways.


First, it portrayed the centrality of Meitei culture and people to the exclusion of all other peoples of the state—an attitude that is ironically pointed out by the Naga, Kuki and Zomi citizens of Manipur.


And second, the ‘new state’ the government of India and its outreach announced was actually an old state. The name Manipur dates from the time of the formal ingress of Hinduism, which predates both the British Indian empire and the spread of the East India Company in the subcontinent. Manipur existed as a kingdom and confederacy that traces its origin to the early centuries of the Common Era, and was over time known by several names—Kangleipak evidently being the most prominent.


The kingdom of Manipur segued to complete British control after the Anglo-Manipur war of 1891. On 15 October 1949, Manipur formally merged with India—an act by the last king of Manipur, Bodhchandra, who signed a treaty of accession with India on 21 September that year. Both dates and events remain riotously controversial. They are interpreted by Meitei nationalists as Bodhchandra having been pressured by a newly-independent India, with an or-else signing ceremony in Shillong, where Manipur’s royals maintained a residence. Bodhchandra signed what is known as the Manipur Merger Agreement with V.P. Menon, who was at the time secretary in the ministry of states, among other things tasked with integrating—sometimes with unabashed pressure—the several hundred kingdoms and ‘princely states’ into the Indian dominion. Manipur remained a relatively minor state within the union for several years. In 1956 Manipur was redesignated an Union Territory, governed directly by the central government under the direct administrative control of the home ministry before being made a state in 1972 with full federal privileges and powers—on paper, at any rate.


‘It is our wish,’ Indira Gandhi announced somewhat imperiously at the formal inauguration, ‘that Manipur may shine like a gem and impart beauty to the whole of India.’


Indira had been pushed to make even that concession.


A recap of the times from a digital archive of Manipur Police records it in a bland—but telling—manner:


During 1969–70, the demand for statehood of Manipur became violent. A black flag demonstration was also staged before the Prime Minister of India, Smt. Indira Gandhi on 23rd September 1969 when she visited Imphal. The police had to open fire to control the mob. During this period, the subversive revolutionary groups also came out with different names. The Police had a tough time in controlling the activities of Meitei State Committee and R.G.M. (Revolutionary Govt. of Manipur), in addition to handling the agitation for statehood by different political parties and students.


On the law and order front, the Meitei State Committee, which was badly mauled in 1970–71, ceased to exist during 1971–72 with the surrender of its top leaders in May 1971. Some members of another organization namely RGM (Revolutionary Government of Manipur) reached Jiribam [a town in southwestern Manipur, near Silchar in Assam and a major hub of interstate movement of both people and goods], possibly for want of other suitable harbour after the liberation of Bangladesh, with a large quantity of arms and ammunition. The self-styled leader and some of his lieutenants were arrested there as a result of an excellent follow-up by the police. Another top-ranking leader was also arrested by the police at Imphal. This finished RGM almost completely. Thus, the police achieved a great success in almost eliminating these two underground organizations.


The troubles continued through the subsequent years of Indira’s iron hand, including imposition of an Emergency in 1975–1977, through her electoral defeat in 1977 and her spectacular victory in India’s premiership league in 1980. Indeed, those years formed the bedrock of Manipur’s many rebellions today. As the police archives tell us:


During 1978–79, 13 Police Outposts were opened in Central District to control the activities of the Meitei extremists under the leadership of N. Bisheswar Singh, who wanted to revive the subversive activities of the group called R.G.M. A group of 16 Meitei youths led by him went to Lhasa secretly for training sometime in 1976 and after returning to Manipur committed a series of crimes. Their organisation came to be known as PLA (People’s Liberation Army)—the name of the Chinese Army. Following their violent activities, the whole of the Central District was declared disturbed area on 21/7/78. A few other insurgents [sic] groups like PREPAK, etc. also emerged, and they continued to indulge in violent activities such as looting, murder, snatching of arms and extortion, etc. The police mounted a relentless attack on these organizations and achieved a great deal of success.


In 1980–81, the activities of the subversive Meitei extremist groups namely PLA, PREPAK and KCP assumed serious proportions. They carried out 21 ambushes and killed 67 persons, in addition to injuring 57 persons. Those killed and injured included men of Civil Police, Manipur Rifles, CRPF, RAC, Army, and civilians. They also took away some weapons while committing these crimes. The police, however, reacted with determination and achieved a great success. They killed 25 insurgents and captured 440 insurgents. A large number of arms and ammunition were also captured. As a result of this pressure, 83 insurgents surrendered to the authorities, as well.


There was indication of other rebellions. There was the Naga rebellion that steadily spread to the Naga homelands to Manipur’s north—another future flashpoint of conflict and conflict resolution in the millennial Naga peace process. And there was the continuing burn of the Mizo rebellion, an ethnicity and territory with which Manipur shares an easily crossed border to the south:


Simultaneously, the Underground Nagas also resumed their violent activities especially in the Manipur East District. There was a very fierce ambush on an Army convoy on Imphal-Ukhrul road in which Army lost 20 personnel and large number of weapons,


In the Manipur South District, the Mizo National Front was active and indulged in collection of money/ration, etc. from the villagers bordering Mizoram.
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Such matters remain emotive. In fact, Manipur’s merger with India remains an emotive issue more than seven decades after the fact, with Meitei rebel groups calling for a state-wide shutdown each year on 15th October. Their statements always highlight the primary accusation: that the signing over of Manipur to India was done ‘under duress’; some even describe the signatory king as having been ‘incompetent’. The shutdown is usually more effective in Imphal Valley, not the hill regions.


(The kingdom of Tripura’s merger with India also took effect on the same day. Kanchan Prava Devi, the regent of Tripura, was the signatory; she had signed a treaty of accession—the ‘instrument’ of accession—over two years earlier, on 13 August 1947. As we shall discuss later in greater detail, the merger remains an emotional issue among the Tripuri—not immigrant Bengalis but those who answer to the Tiprasa ethnic groups; but the merger-emotion, as it were, is relatively less explosive than in Manipur. The problem in Tripura is more on account of ethnic tension and misgovernance than the merger.)


Since the 1980s, when conflict began to rage here between agencies of the government of India and rebels and non-combatants alike— citizens that India ironically claimed as its own—it sometimes appears to be a blur of nupi lan with scant breaks.


Outraged nupi took to the streets in 2000 to protest the massacre that also began Sharmila’s fast.


In 2004, ten middle-aged women marched to Imphal’s Kangla Fort, disrobed, and screamed at the resident Assam Rifles and ‘Indian Army’ contingents to rape them as they did their ‘daughter’. They accused troopers of raping and killing Thangjam Manorama, a suspected rebel proxy, in a burst of extra-judicial terror. The incident created global headlines, deeply embarrassed the governments of India and Manipur, blew the lid off rampant extra-judicial killings as nothing before had, and quickly led to Kangla Fort, the spiritual hub for Manipur’s majority Meitei community, to be formally returned to the ‘people’ in a partial gesture of reconciliation.
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Ima Mangol sat still on the dais for more than an hour before her turn. She spoke in Meiteilon. In measured, unwavering tones she underscored the need for ‘integrity in protest and resistance’. If things didn’t change in the basic construct and relationship of Manipur and India, she said a set of doors might open, and another set would close. She had invoked a saying in Meitei lore to send India a message.


Nonpok thong haangba spoke to ‘opening the eastern gate’.


Nongchup thong thingba meant ‘closing the western gate’.


Some years later, my friend Debabrata ‘Bobby’ Roy Laifungbam said much the same thing to me during a conversation at his home in Imphal about politics and identity. A human rights and development activist who eschewed the profession of doctor, and son of a fiercely independent-minded Manipuri princess and writer, Binodini Devi, Tamo Bobby, or ‘elder brother’ Bobby, was as animated in responding to India and Manipur’s many missteps as Ima Mangol.


Either way, they both articulated an enduring thought—even though interpretations of the ‘gate’ has changed over time. For many in this far-eastern region of India, geographically as well as intellectually ‘Mainland India’ lies to the west, beyond the western gates that can so easily be shut. Unless India’s entire far-east enables it—and India in turn enables and empowers its far-east for that privilege—India’s expectations of journeying thought the eastern gate will remain a chaos of bad faith, bad policy and fractured dreams. Mainland China will not have done it, not entirely at any rate. Its main competitor in the region, Mainland India, will have.


To the gates.




Book One


SMOKE




1. Guns and Runners: À la Carte at the Eastern Gate


Dining room at Imphal Classic full of diplomats. Reps from missions, dy high comm and consulates of UK, US, Japan from Delhi and Cal/Kol. For ceremony to commemorate Battle of Imphal in WWII. Field Marshal William Joseph Slim’s grandson here too. Slim was Lt. Gen. in Dec 1944 when he was knighted near Imphal along with 3 of his corp commanders by the viceroy Field Marshall Archibald Wavell. Reward for finally pushing back Japanese Army that July. Hope Slim the younger has had time to visit the sometime bungalow of his granddad in Kangla Fort just to the south of Classic. Breakfast a great mix even without the diplomats. Japanese filmmaker tracking WWII history. Evangelist family (Yanks). Elderly Tamil couple: bureaucrat parents, family? En route Moreh to visit family? Pit-stop before returning home? A Marwari bizman greets his local guests and, evidently, key contact, with loud cry of ‘UNKEL! How are you?’


Trip to Moreh cancelled on a/c of bandh/blockade called by Thadou Students’ Association to protest perceived falsification of complaint & inaction by sec forces re mid-June incident of violence against some of the community. And this is India’s bridgehead to Myanmar and SE Asia! Part of Asian Highway 1! Good paper plan but thus far, geo-economic + geopolitical joke! Prefer to call this ongoing hoax ‘Indo-Myanmar road’. Boipu texts to say blockade should lift on NH 102 (Imphal-Moreh stretch of old NH 39) but United Naga Council ban on ‘construction of government project works like railways, Asian highway etc in hill districts’.


Blockade politics is as bizarre. Whoever does it blames one or more ethnic or political group or govt. In any case usually they all blame India.


Looking forward to Ratha Jatra feast at Nobo’s place. Unique yet wonderful to see Jagannath’s chariots being pulled along in so many neighbourhoods in Imphal. No escaping the juggernaut of 18th C. Hindu-Sylheti-BengaliBrahmin-caste ingress and conversion by royal decree. Unsurprising so many traditionalist/nationalist Meitei dislike king Pamheiba!


Fabulous feast. 20 course, mix of Meitei + Bengali. Nobo’s dignified wife politely introduces me to four dignified ladies invited to lunch as ‘victims of domestic violence, they now make bags and other things’.


Can’t forget chat with US consul general from Cal/Kol. We’d travelled to Imphal on the same flight. Discussed pathetic dev in Manipur, massive corruption, fractured pol situation, iffy conflict resolution. Spoke of her meeting with Ibobi. She queried the CM about development and he diverted the conversation to how China was a threat. Am not a diplomat, so laughed aloud. CG smiled politely. Diplomatic equivalent of belly-slapping laughter.


History, politics, ethnicity, econ, gender issues, cuisine, culture and govt attitude. All between breakfast & lunch. Let’s see what Moreh has in store!
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T is an excellent host.


‘Beretta? Glock? Llama?’ he offers a few top-of-the line 9 mm handguns. T smiles; he can see I’m impressed. ‘Browning? Smith and Wesson?’


He then begins to show off the aperitifs. The Beretta .380, a design first developed by American handgun legend John Browning as the Automatic Colt Pistol in the early years of the 20th century, and has steadily morphed into a deliverer of ever-punchier, ever-quicker bullets. There is also the more delicate .32 Beretta, quite deadly, that carry slimmer 7.65 mm rounds. ‘Maybe for your girlfriend, nah?’


T’s face twitches with mirth and methamphetamine. His hands shake as he tries to hold a small mug of milky tea to his lips and after a futile attempt at sipping gently, gives up. The mug rattles as he sets it down on the tabletop between us. His fingers twitch before he firmly sets them on his track pants. His other accessories are a plain T-shirt, single-strap slippers popular across this region, and a slim gold chain. Out of politeness I too set down my mug, floral-patterned, Made-in-China ware that adds more colour in a room of scattershot décor: a few photographs of Christ, homilies, an awkwardly posing family, a kaleidoscopic and quite worn sofa, a large new television set and a set-top device that beams a football match in Europe, muted for our meeting. T’s glassy eyes reflect the green and red of a football pitch that carries rampaging players of Manchester United. My behaviour calms him, aided by the soothing words of our go-between without whom this rendezvous in one of Moreh’s crowded wards would not have come about. I’m safe, my interlocutor assures T, he can speak freely.


Reassured, T offers a collectors’ favourite, an antique 9mm masterpiece of a handgun from Germany’s über-alles years. ‘Luger?’


The made-in-Spain Llama retails for ₹1,50,000 at T’s weapons deli. The very American Smith and Wesson is marked up at ₹1,80,000. The Italian Beretta, now also manufactured in the United States, and the slick Austrian Glock at ₹2,00,000 a piece. Second hand. New weapons that come in ‘packing’ carry significant premium. Either way, it’s cash only. Indian Rupees also work across the border in north-western Myanmar. Naturally ammunition is extra, and keeps the well-greased after-sales market running robustly.


T is one of several weapons procurers in town who feed some Kuki rebel groups, occasionally a Naga rebel faction, and an assortment of other rebels in far-eastern India. Specifically, T is more like a distributor to the area’s connoisseurs—politicians, crime lords, the occasional politician-crime lord. They also top-up small rebel groups. Well-established and relatively large Naga and Meitei rebel groups and factions, for example, don’t need those like T—even though they have reached him, and those like him, from time to time, for supplies to be collected in Churachandpur and Imphal, even Dimapur. They usually deal directly with the aggregator-suppliers in Myanmar who have their long reach into China, Thailand and of course Myanmar black-andgrey markets, watched over by their armies. The National Socialist Council of Nagalim (Isak-Muivah), for instance, has for long run its own supply chain from Myanmar to reach adjacent Ukhrul district of Manipur—a significant I-M haven on account of ethnic ties—and also into two eastern districts of Arunachal Pradesh bordering Myanmar, also Naga homelands.


T agrees to let me record our conversation and take notes, but requests anonymity. In a place with a population of about 20,000— roughly double if one counts Moreh’s hinterland—and tightly-knit communities of Kuki, Meitei, the Meitei Pangal, and Tamil, Sikh and Nepali folk displaced by Myanmar’s decades-old ethnic cleansing, all stuffed in nine small wards, the tiniest clue can be a giveaway. T claims he would then be open to ‘harassment’ by—and which might include more payoffs to—rogue elements in Manipur’s police, Indian government paramilitaries, and various factions of rebels in Manipur who play protector. Worse, he might end up dead.


It’s time for the main course. I ask T: How about some assault rifles?


He offers several Kalashnikov copies and variants. These are new and used AK 47s brought in courtesy of Thai suppliers, and from the autonomous Shan state in Myanmar’s east, bordering China, Thailand and Lao; AK 56 and Type 81s ‘from China’, a steady trickle of that country’s jettisoned and leached supplies that find a ready local, regional, even global, market. There are ageing American M-15s and M-16s sourced from Thailand, which remains a conduit of Vietnam-era supplies alongside more recent models. The lively and the leaky among Myanmar’s army are also occasional suppliers.


I’ve seen several such weapons during several visits to camps of various Naga rebel groups from 2009 onwards. During one such visit, to the main camp of the Unification faction of the National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN) in Kehoi, east of Dimapur, I spent time talking to some cadres after interviewing a top official. These cadres were lounging about in the courtyard outside the hut where I had conducted the interview. They were cleaning handguns. There were two 9mm weapons, and a .32 calibre one. This last was an Astra, of Spanish manufacture. One of the 9mm weapons was a Smith & Wesson, the other a Spanish Star with Myanmar army markings in Burmese script. It wasn’t the only time I’ve seen such marking on rebel weapons. And, during a visit to Camp Hebron, the administrative and military headquarters of NSCN (I-M), I saw both female and male cadres carry all manner of assault rifles and hand guns: a well-equipped mini army which it was—is.


As with the handguns, a la carte assault weapons cost around ₹3,00,000 each for used, double and more for ‘packing’. Accessories are quite easily available, T assures me. Ammunition, sniper scopes, laser guidance, silencers for both assault rifles and handguns. After payment it takes approximately four days for the order to travel from the supply and finance hub of Mandalay to Tamu; cross-border, cross-cultural delivery that cuts through the Amazon of logistics, unofficial red-tape and rebel-tape.


What else? Landmines, grenades, RPGs—all ‘made in China,’ T says reassuringly, although the demand for landmines in this side of the border is low even if it remains a bit of a rage with Myanmar’s army.


Were I hungry, I joke with T, such a menu would lead to the onset of a food coma.


But you haven’t had dessert, he shoots back with a smile that momentarily dispels the glaze in his eyes, the twitching on his face, the air-piano playing fingers. How about a GSG, a German .22 calibre sports rifle, telescopic sight thrown in at a discount?
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Moreh is billed as India’s key transit point to Myanmar on the ribbon of two planned Asian Highway routes—Route 1 and Route 2—linking Southeast Asia with West Asia through India and Bangladesh. It’s mostly a route on paper and emblazoned on hopeful distance markers and signboards. A Land Customs Station is being upgraded; it is to be integrated with immigration facilities. A truck park is planned. There’s been talk of a mineral park for limestone, copper ore and such from Myanmar. (The route would dovetail with a proposed BCIM, Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar economic corridor that since the 1990s has attempted to move along a corridor to connect Kunming in China’s south-western Yunnan province and designated hub for all policy and practical outreach in this part of the region, to Myanmar and then, via Bangladesh, to Kolkata. India, wary of the C in BCIM, has remained selective about its options. India has also eyed with suspicion a project by China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) to transport crude oil and gas from the Bay of Bengal through an 800-km pipeline to Kunming in Yunnan province—not dissimilar to India’s own plans to link Mizoram, or to ship hydrocarbons and other products to Kolkata and beyond via Myanmar.)


Plans have for several years—at least since the early 1990s—called for products and people from both countries and points beyond to move seamlessly—officially—through this eastern gate at Moreh, giving the town a dimension greater than its daily-market-town persona. It has always been preferred as a more upgraded enterprise than the daily-market exchange at Behiang, the border town southwest of Moreh in Manipur’s Churachandpur district. This is along the old Tiddim Road, which heads due south from Imphal through Behiang and right to Tiddim, or Tedim, about 130 km south from this border in Myanmar’s Chin state. This is the road the imperial Japanese army travelled up to fight the battle of Imphal during the Second World War.


That’s the hazy future. For now, the underbelly is the belly. Weapons that come in to India. Narcotics of various shades and grades that travel both ways. Animals for the food and pharmacy markets of Southeast Asia and China.


Red sandalwood from the forests of India’s Karnataka and Tamil Nadu states. This is highly prized and smuggled to Myanmar and onwards to the contraband and finance transhipment hub of Mandalay to the Shan State and through to southwest China, fetching four to five times what it costs in far-eastern India. Another route moves red sandalwood to Thailand through points like Chiang Rai and Mae Sot in Thailand—Mae Sot a point on a proposed ‘Trilateral Highway’ that would run through about half the length of Myanmar to link it to Moreh. A select few among Moreh’s small but influential Tamil community have the reputation of a long reach from the eastern end of the subcontinent to its very south, a reach that survives a route traversing several thousand kilometres and several Indian states. One such Tamil gentleman at the apex of this trade and whose name is spoken both admiringly and carefully, carries a reputation that opens doors in every state capital that lies on the route, from Imphal to Chennai, and is reputed to hold some strings in New Delhi and Nay Pyi Taw as well.


Sometimes, when the scrutiny on Moreh and the Manipur route is high, trucks carrying red sandalwood—as investigation from their occasional interdiction in Assam show—head to Mizoram, for secretion across that state’s 510-km border with Myanmar. Besides several jungle tracks into Myanmar that’s typical of the entire border stretch from Arunachal Pradesh to Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram (adding up to 1,643 km), there’s a border-trade crossing at Zokhawthar in eastern Mizoram, along the Tiau river, which demarcates the international border here for over nearly 200 kilometres. Across the border a secondary road links up with the old Tiddim Road. Like water, trade usually finds a way.


There are more innocent products: Indian-made pharmaceuticals, fabric for the ubiquitous Myanmarese longyi—also made in Kolkata and Chennai, as manufacturers’ tags proclaim in stores in several regions of Myanmar—juices and fruit-flavoured beverage, chocolate, infant food, tyres for Bajaj autorickshaws. I’ve ridden these Made-in-India vehicles several times on a 15-minute ride from Nanpharlong just across the border from Moreh to Tamu, the nearest town in Myanmar that falls within the radius in which Indians are permitted to travel without a visa, from morning until 5 pm. In a reverse flow arrive LED lamps, blankets, toys, consumer goods, Godzilla brand mosquito repellent, even the delicious, long green beans—yongchak—practically worshipped in Manipur and elsewhere in far-eastern India.


Official trade data for Moreh with the Ministry of Development of North Eastern Region placed two-way trade at a little over ₹4 crore or ₹40 million for 2010–2011 (which increased to a over ₹16 crore or ₹160 million in 2017–2018; border trade statistics are notoriously slow to be updated in central government records). Largely, betel nut was imported, cumin seed exported. Mostly agricultural products and medicine are permitted to be traded without application of duty.


Unofficial trade figures? Officially incalculable. Although an intelligence operative in Imphal told me that his best estimate is ₹100 crore a day—a billion rupees—‘incalculable’ seems a safer option. Incalculable too is the quantum of cut paid to government officials, security overseers, and rebel groups—even rebel groups in ceasefire with the government of India, and, occasionally, the government of Myanmar.
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The same uneasy economy applies to narcotics, Moreh’s plasma. As with weapons, this web connects several communities, both ethnic and economic.


One morning in July 2014, after a breakfast of excellent fresh idlis and chutney in Moreh’s Tamil neighbourhood, adjacent to the border with Myanmar, I headed to one of its Kuki neighbourhoods, set a little further back from the border than the Tamil neighbourhood. Here, a little further back can mean just a couple of hundred metres; it’s a serpentine border, much like local and cross-border equations.


The hillside of the veng—a ward in the Kuki-Chin-Mizo languages—had dumps of hundreds, thousands, some even containing tens of thousands of emptied pseudoephedrine strips; blister packs as well as all-foil packs of medicine usually used to treat nasal congestion and the common cold. There had clearly been some attempt to burn the evidence, but it appeared half-hearted, even brazen, like brushing things under a carpet. There were small clumps of melted plastic fused with foil. Amos Holdou Khongsai’s grave held a memorial plaque, but no decoration except dried leaves and a forest of empty strips that began right at the tomb. The strips showed a mix. I counted four different brands from as many Indian manufacturers.


The medicine is extracted and then transported to Myanmar for use in manufacturing methamphetamines. ‘Speed’ comes from it, but that’s an old-fashioned name. A derivative is the caffeine-spiked Yaba, which means ‘crazy medicine’ or ‘mad drug’ in Thai, the production engine for which is located largely in the north-eastern Shan State in Myanmar—mainly in the autonomous region controlled by the Wa. (A briefing on narco-terrorism by an Indian source just before that trip was instructive: ‘According to our information there are twenty-four small to large factories making WY in Myanmar—three in Rakhine state, two in Kachin state, the rest in Shan State, bordering Kachin and Thailand.’)


In far-eastern India, the pills usually come in the brighter colours of the spectrum that sell with the imprint WY. This cousin of the purer crystal methamphetamine, or crystal-meth—or Ice—has spawned a new moniker: World-is-Yours. Plentiful, cheap and, even as I visited, blanketing this region of India and neighbouring Bangladesh.


It wouldn’t do to linger. This wasn’t the main street of Moreh where Mandalay beer from Myanmar, Tiger beer from Singapore and the Chinese Dali are so openly, reasonably available alongside Indian brands of rum and whiskey—this last a steady trickle courtesy of bent security forces in this geography, as my hosts told me, reiterating a claim I’ve heard here for several years. The supply of liquor is always plentiful in this border town, far more than at Pallel, the entry point to these southeastern hills on the road to Moreh. Numbers can vary depending on upticks of security alerts, but there are usually six checkpoints between Pallel and Moreh. Most travellers and traders to and from Moreh are checked, usually by troopers of Assam Rifles. It sometimes turns brutal at these checkpoints, as I have witnessed several times over the years and written of it: the act of stripping vehicles to find contraband, drugs and weapons can often extend of stripping citizens of their dignity— including queries in colloquial Hindi as to their ancestry and proclivity for incest, the extent of their knowledge of Hindi, and their patriotism towards India. Yet such streams never run dry.


This part of the veng was no place for an outsider and people were beginning to notice. I left after hurriedly taking photographs and a grabbing a fistful of empty strips.


In comparison, there was a feeling of relative comfort at Ima B’s heroin hutch. It was a small house in one of Moreh’s back alleys, in a multi-ethnic neighbourhood. The portly, jolly matron leaned back on a small bed that functions as a settee. That was the sanctum. I sat across from her on a chair. She was busy, and indicated in her gravelly voice after several minutes that we could begin our conversation—naturally with the caveat that she would take time out whenever business calls.


Ima, as everyone called her, was calmly efficient. She measured heroin—No. 4 in parlance—from a hollowed-out bamboo bowl into a kokta, a tiny metal container usually used to measure ground tobacco and spices. It’s ₹100 a kokta. Most buyers prefered to stay in a covered space adjacent to the sanctum, shoot up with a puriya-worth of substance, a ‘shot’. Like the young man who came to Ima B’s centre of operations—her bedroom. This main room of the house was tiny, the bed by a tiny window with grills. He handed over a syringe with a plunger removed. Ima poured ₹50 worth of No. 4 into it. He returned to a low wooden table with a couple of ashtrays and candles and carefully poured a measure of water from a plastic jug—water from the well in the backyard—placed the plunger in the tube of the syringe and gave it a good shake for a minute or so. He sat, then heated the thin needle over the flame of a candle, gave it a while to cool down, flexed his bare arm with its ready streams of vein, and with the delicacy of a caring nurse inserted the needle into a vein and, very gently, shot up. He leaned back on the chair and closed his eyes.


There were a dozen or so men and three women seated there on plastic chairs around a scattering of plastic tables with a scattering of match boxes and cheap plastic lighters, and lit candles. Some of the men were in vests, a few bare-chested. They spoke in low tones if they spoke at all. An attractive lady who looked to be in her mid-30s but could have been years younger got up to go to the well, drew a bucket of water, and poured it over her head, over her T-shirts and jeans and after shaking off excess water and chit-chatting with a couple of men near the well, resumed her place in the hutch. A few smoked No. 4. Some snorted it. All were unmindful of the quality of the heroin, uncaring of whatever other substance it was ‘cut’ with, or whether it was an opiate or mostly opioid. Not everyone stayed. Some heavy users revisited up to five times a day. Some took a two- or three-day supply and went off to their villages.


We hit a busy patch. I counted seven buyers in a 10-minute stretch as my translator, a young lady who worked with a local NGO, explained my presence. Ima responded with a series of ‘Hmm’s without missing a beat of the trade or barked instructions. I borrowed the kokta, and in a burst of Scarface fantasy I dipped a little finger into it and then licked the powder, as I’ve seen policemen and anti-narcotic agents do in Hollywood movies. It was acrid, intensely chemical. I made a face. Ima, the translator and a customer burst out laughing. Comic relief during a long day. Ima’s shop opened at 3:30 each morning and closed at 7:30 in the evening.


Among an estimated 150 such sellers in Moreh, of which she claimed a fifth were ‘Manipuri’—shorthand for Meitei, her ethnicity—Ima B claimed to sell about eight grams of No. 4 a day to residents and visitors. Kukis formed the majority of the remainder, but there were Tamils and other communities in the game too. Ima B profited by ₹1,000 daily from a sale of ₹8,000 worth of substance a day. She said she received her supplies from an ‘agent’ in Moreh who also fronted the money, and who in turn received it from ‘Burma’. This agent, her sponsor, pocketed the rest. And, like her sponsor, she also needed to pay the police, which she conflated with ‘police commandos’—an elite force in Manipur’s police with an unlovely, proven history of thuggishness and staging encounters, a power unto themselves—and the local bureaucracy. She named specific forces, specific designations among the police and bureaucracy, who received monthly payment. It was all organised. When police came to collect, they carried a list of sellers and methodically checked it off. That’s how Ima B, who had been in the business for thirteen years as I met her, knew of the number of No. 4 sellers.


She was a widow. Her husband had tuberculosis and was unable to work or pay for medical bills. No. 4 offered a relatively easy way out to pay the bills, run the house, bring up the children. Trials leading to a trap wasn’t an uncommon story in these parts.


From what I gathered from several conversations, people like Ima B didn’t deal with ‘UG’ or political parties. That devolved to the handful of ‘agents’ who work their deals with rebel groups and politicians in the district and in Imphal. For heroin, WY, the lot. This was a part of nearly every conversation I’ve had on the subject since the mid-2000s in this region, or about this region and, indeed, in Moreh from the first time I visited this border town in 2008, and during subsequent visits here.


In February 2014, just months before my visit to Moreh’s ephedrine dump, Ajay Chaudhary, a colonel of the Indian Army and five others, including a soldier with the Territorial Army and locals, were arrested on charges of ferrying from Imphal to Moreh pseudoephedrine tablets of various well-known brands valued at between ₹150 million and ₹200 million. The colonel’s car sported defence ministry plates and a beacon. Two other cars in the convoy had ‘Army’ pasted on the windshields. Police chased them down when the officer breezed past a check post flashing his credentials. Another of those arrested was an Imphal-based security official with an airline. Shipping such medicine as bulk couriered consignments wasn’t uncommon. Neither were articles in media about consignments seized at Imphal’s airport, or unclaimed packages that, after investigation were found to contain pseudoephedrine tablets.


‘You have heard about the arrest of a colonel,’ an official with a central intelligence agency later told me in Imphal. ‘If he can do it at his level then what about brigadier, senior officers, ministers of Manipur? The colonel has done many runs. He got caught.’


Was it an accident or was Col. Chaudhary tracked? I asked, over coffee in my hotel room, away from the CCTV cameras and public attention in the hotel’s lobby and restaurant.


‘We got information that he’s been indulging in such activities for the past one and a half years. He was even being watched by Manipur commandos.’ He meant police commandos. ‘MI [Military Intelligence] has started looking into other officers. For example, with 26 Sector AR in Pallel. Brigadier.’ He mentioned a name. ‘He cleverly left.’


Even so, the interdiction of a colonel was a rarity in this regional trade that security personnel I spoke to placed at several billion rupees a year. They pointed to the involvement of at least a dozen rebel groups of all ethnic persuasions such as Naga, Meitei, Kuki, and Zomi, active in Manipur; and that of the political, bureaucratic and security establishments. All feed off the narco-economy. All want to control it. All find some accommodations, find a level.


This level hasn’t been without conflict—indeed, for some decades. In an entry for November 1992, just before NSCN(I-M) ratcheted up a genocidal campaign on Kukis for control of land, a project commissioned by United Nations High Commission for Refugees recorded a comment on the region’s narcotics trade. The entry by the Minorities at Risk project noted that Kuki and Naga armed groups ‘have frequently clashed in the past for control of the lucrative heroin trade route through Moreh, an Indian outpost close to the Burmese border’. It added: ‘Both groups have a powerful vested interest in prolonging communal conflicts in order to divert attention from their profitable smuggling of timber, gold and heroin. Both the Kukis and the Nagas see this trade (especially heroin), as the best way to finance their guerrilla wars against the Indian government.’ And—the observation didn’t add—against each other.


To the north and south of the Imphal-Moreh artery lie narcotic havens cradled in hilly terrain. In Ukhrul district to the north, a stronghold of Naga rebels, poppy and cannabis are grown—with the south and east of the district favouring poppy and the west, cannabis. Poppy is a favoured crop to the south in Chandel and Churachandpur to the south-west, which like Ukhrul border Myanmar; here Kuki, Zomi and Meitei rebels have sanctuary. Cannabis is largely absorbed into north-eastern India, eastern India and Bangladesh. Poppy, often with poppy seeds supplied by patrons in Myanmar, as I’m told in the course of several interviews in Imphal and Moreh, has more of to-and-fro from raw material to finished product. Poppy sap is cooked into a base to manufacture heroin. It is then transported by couriers using steep mountain trails into Myanmar, with their financiers billing ‘transportation charges’ of between ₹15,000-20,000 a kilo. It returns as heroin, distributed using various channels, including Asian Highway 1.
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T Mongbuh (Tongneh Mongbuh) not T Mongbung as I first wrote it, BK corrects me. Good to have BK around, he speaks Thadou-Kuki. Around 300 pop., 20–30 houses. Western edge of Valley, west of Loktak lake. Gorgeous: impossibly green plains to rolling green hills, cloud-crown, rain swept afternoon. Quiet.


LK, 23, is a duo-crop farmer like most in this hamlet. Paddy in the family’s five-acre farm just over the crest of the first hill. After harvest in Oct-Nov, poppy. No option, he says. Nine children just in the house he lives in—‘they consume a lot’. Rice for subsistence and some surplus sale, poppy for everything else. Payoffs the responsibility of buyer though he does shell out to the adamant cop. Reluctant to speak of UG links—although most Kuki UG are now AG! They have weapons, connections, LK and his family have mouths to feed. I ask where the poppy sap—also called jelly, kaami goes. ‘Burma.’ Uses old name for Mynamar that many people still do. Then he checks himself, worried. ‘I don’t know.’ (See int with narc/spook: he talked of trails from Ukhrul to Myanmar, CC’Pur to Myanmar. Carriers paid INR 30K to transport sap consignments weighing 30 kg or so.)


Also ref int with AMADA official. Big name. All Manipur Anti-Drug Asscn. Big mission. Change farmers over from narc to regular crops: pea, yam, potato, maize. Trying to work thru govt agri dept to do soil testing & identify appropriate seed type in Ukhrul, east of Senapati, Tamenglong, Valley fringe areas. Uphill task. ‘Actual financiers not from the farming areas,’ AMADA guy Phoney says. UGs, bureaucrats, pols. Villagers want to make ‘easy money’. That’s how financiers convince villagers to plant poppy. Becomes a tussle between what’s ‘right’ and what’s ‘economic’. Investors track output. Sometimes change plantation location after 2/3 yrs as soil nutrients diminish. When farmers see good R.O.I. they sometimes begin planting poppy even without investors. Guy clams up when I probe deeper about connections, pushback from financiers via govt and open threats from UG to not cut poppy & marijuana, incl. providing weapons to farmers to guard crop. Seeing my disappointment suggests I try bora—pakora—made with poppy leaves. LOVE bora!


CHK claim of NGO guy + cop, both Meitei, that AMADA and CADA— Coalition Against Drugs & Alcohol—have ‘supporting groups’. Says AMADA is KYKL & that’s why AMADA’s POA is more extreme, mirroring KYKL ideology; CADA links = UNLF. But what about Valley groups benefitting from narc? Clams up. Won’t be pushed.


Pride of place in LK’s largish hut, crowded, musty main room is an old Philips TV. The other prominent display is a framed poster of the Last Supper. A Bible-belt makeover of the original earthy da Vinci I had coincidentally seen just months earlier at Sta. Maria delle Grazie. But as powerful as that experience was, the kitschy copy is no less powerful in this small homestead, in its context of faith and survival, and with its additional message: ‘I am the Bread of Life. Whoever comes to me will never be Hungry.’ A booster message on a table by the door, is from John 6: 35. ‘Whoever Believes in me will never Thirst.’


Paddy, poppy and prayer. So it goes.
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Here, security forces live cheek by jowl with militant groups that are either actively belligerent or have suspended hostilities as part of negotiations with the government. Either way, there’s coexistence in a food chain from financier to farmer to seller to buyer—and protectors. The occasional interdiction of narcotic consignments, occasional destruction of marijuana and poppy fields, is just for ‘namesake’, a lady with an Imphal-based legal-aid group for HIV-AIDS echoed the comment of an Imphal-based intelligence officer with the central government who once showed me, and later texted me, photos of a well-known rebel commander from Northeast India in the middle of poppy fields in the borderlands of India and Myanmar.


When I visit the office of the sub-divisional police officer in Moreh, the ranking civilian law-enforcer in town, the gentleman offers a suitably surreal interview. The officer of Manipur Police is nervous, evasive. He denies there is any smuggling in Moreh, let alone any sale, trade or trafficking in narcotics and weapons. He claims there are no representatives or proxies of rebel groups in Moreh. He cannot of course speak for what happens in other parts of Manipur, or just across the border in Nanpharlong, or Tamu—that’s Myanmar’s problem. It’s also Manipur’s problem, I don’t have the heart to tell him what he already knows. Some of his senior colleagues in Imphal and some sources in local rebel movements spoke to me of how politicians, bureaucrats, contractors and even some large NGOs take a skim from projects—over and above their own skim—and often ‘arrange’ to have these funds delivered in Tamu, where ‘VBIGs’, or Valley-based insurgent groups as they are called in security parlance, maintain residences and camp-offices.


Indeed, the police officer claims there is hardly any crime in Moreh.


His colleague, a superintendent of the local operations of the emphatically named Customs Preventive Force, is equally evasive. He claims he hasn’t heard of trafficking in contraband. He has heard nothing of raw materials for the drug trade being shipped from Moreh and points to the north and south across to Myanmar. He knows nothing of refashioned drugs, from WY to No. 4, making their way back. He knows nothing of weapons supplies, or the purported methods to smuggle them. He knows nothing of the other lucrative and longterm revenue stream in Moreh: the highly prized, and priced, red sandalwood. Like all local government officials when speaking on record on matters of policing, security and contraband, he knows nothing of the shadowy cabal of Tamil gentlemen who control the trade from their base in Moreh, easily maintaining footprints in Manipur and Delhi and southern India; who, with the impressive facility of the cosmopolitan fluently speak Tamil, Burmese, Meiteilon, English, Hindi, and a dialect or two of the Kuki.


Moreh is the first hub of denial. There are many hubs of denial— Tengnoupal, Pallel, Lilong—all the way back to Imphal and to points far beyond.
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Waiting for word from the Anjuman Islahi Uashrah @ Lilong for 4 pm mtng. No point hanging around Imphal, so head on past Lilong past Thoubal (didn’t see aloo-puri lady outside Thoubal mkt area, too late in day, next time) & Wangjing to Khongjom. Such a dramatic place. Khongjom War Memorial hugely significant marker: memorial to Anglo-Manipur War of 1891. Formal end of Manipur as independent kingdom. As significant a year as 1949, seen by most when M pressured to formally accede to Indian Union. Bitter-sweet history since, on balance more bitter than sweet.


Stunning 360° view from tree-shielded hill. Memorial monolith from 1972 encased in polished granite on hilltop. Quotes Paona Brajabasi, major in Manipur army, executed here by Brits: ‘The enemy’s shell can land in our camp … Whereas ours cannot in theirs my fellow countrymen! It is a disgrace to die fleeing, death is now sure for us but we will never retreat.’ Paddies all around, rectangles of silvery water, western cordon of hills in CC’Pur far, nearer hills to the east just a few ranges & gorges away from Myanmar. Absolute stillness. Even young couples are quiet.


Head back to Lilong for meeting with Anjuman. Meitei-Pangal/Muslim hub. Using differentiator advisedly as not all Muslims here are Manipuri. Most I see aren’t. Many eastern Indian faces, faces seen in borderlands of Myanmar/Bangladesh. It’s like a different world within Manipur, this patch east & west of Imphal-Moreh highway, half-hour south of Imphal. Skullcaps, headscarves everywhere, many ladies in burqa. Shop names common in other parts of India: Zam Zam Tailors, Shah Travels. Go west, cross slim river and travel in several kms. No churches, Hindu temples, traditional Meitei Sanamahi shanglen, just mosques & madrasas. With add-on topography & flora, could be B’desh. Could be eastern fringe of Bengal.


Anjuman’s four-storey office is down a sharp slope. Lower floors house offices, upper floors are where narc addicts/users are kept. The upper-floor windows facing front are crowded as I walk in. Meet Maulana Habibullah Nadwi and Mohammad Mohiyuddin, a community elder. We speak in Hindi. The two aren’t Meitei-Pangal. The maulana is aware of the havoc narc has caused in this area, and the unsavoury rep Lilong carries even in a region of unsavoury reps re narc & conflict. Cops, NGO-wallahs speak of Lilong as narco transhipment hub. Frequent news of busts, as elsewhere in the Valley and some parts of hills, but tiny fraction of flow. Maulana speaks of narc-related problems burning through Lilong. Theft. Molestation & rape. ‘Inko khatam karna hai,’ he says. Noble pursuit!


50–52 inmates in the Anjuman, getting a mix of punishment + prayer. ‘Yeh aspatal bhi hai, ek tarah ka jail bhi hai,’ Mohiyuddin says bluntly (MORE DETAIL IN RECORDING + PIX). Mix of hospital and jail. Says no law (‘ain nahin hai’) here, constable to judge. Sometimes sec forces, cops, anti-narcs, AR/army catch folks with heroin, say ‘maida, atta’. ‘Then they release the culprits. Everyone goes free. Then they threaten us. We don’t have weapons. Our weapons are the Quran & Hadis.’ He says it’s faith vs INR 30 lakh/kg for kaami, base for brown. No. 4 is INR 2,400/gm.


They pull out a register to show names of inmates and seized narcotics ++ in two years. Neatly handwritten in English with each head numbered:


(1) Syrup: 9717 bottles—7549 = 2168 bottles [assuming minus botts of cough syrup used for med purposes!] (2) S.P. tabs = 2,96,452 tabs [Spasmo-Proxyvon painkiller] (3) M. Doxine = 1,360 strips (4) Solucuf = 16,650 strips [contains pseudoephedrine] (5) Lupin D = 16,660 strips (6) No. 4 = 84 gm (7) Kaami = 2 kg 900 gm (8) Wine = 829 litres [booze nt wine] (9) N-10 = 6,467 tabs [sleeping pills, basically] (10) Vehicles = 25 (11) Machine for Kaami manufacturing = 2 nos.


ADD ON: Drugs sold openly in Imphal. More exp than Moreh but still cheap comp with Mainland. Been seeing pushers, users in North AOC area for years, short walk from my regular hotels & near where buses to Kohima-Dimapur & Ukhrul leave every morning. SP aka Spasmo-Proxyvon = painkiller. Ganja. No. 4. WY. Entry-level No. 4 ₹50/shot. Double ++ for hooked user. Bizarre to see it all near barracks + offices of Manipur cops, CRPF, BSF, AR. Have jogged often in the morning from North AOC past the veng & thru Minuthong Hatta north & east along Kangla Fort perimeter to the CM’s res & Secretariat! At night, tricky place. Users, sex workers, pushers … Tell me of alarm system when irregular folks like unpaid cops and similar show up. Hit electric poles. Noise telegraphed down the street. Everyone disappears for a bit. Not tonight. They have time to talk. Users and SWs sit around listlessly. Couple of men & a woman are in a stupor. They’re going nowhere, slowly, painfully. Done deal.


Drug-rehab workers say numbing out also come from alt stuff. Diazepam brands eg Valium, PKs eg Lobain, even adhesives eg Dendrite & nail polish. Brilliant briefing from Ms Kimboi & Ms Phamila at the HIV/AIDS legal aid place near Chingmeirong crossing (CHK notes earlier pages). Men, women both affected with drugs + HIV/AIDS but women have it worse. As ever. Steady slide.


Various reasons over the years, multiple conflicts & tensions. Kuki-Naga, Kuki-Meitei, Meitei-Meitei Pangal, Kuki-Zomi/Hmar/Paite …


In fact the last not that well known. But a chk of Manipur Police records show, e.g., tension way bk in 1960 when Manipur’s security apparatus had bn busy wt Naga rebellion that had travelled south by then!


‘There were many encounters with the Naga hostiles in Tamenglong Sub-Division where the Manipur Rifles and Civil Police exhibited extra-ordinary courage and devotion to duty,’ according to an archival note. ‘During the encounter, quite a few police lives were lost, but there were quite a few losses on the side of insurgents also.’


But significant mention of other tensions:


‘In 1960 Police had to face a lot of stress and strain in controlling clashes between Kukis and Hmars in Churachandpur, Jiribam and Tamenglong Sub-Divisions. But with the help of the Bihar Military Police, this situation was controlled. Again the Socialist Party and the Communist Party launched demonstrations demanding the Assembly. These situations were also tackled. Further, there were some encounters as well, with the undergrounds.’


++ displacement from dev projects like dams, like Khuga Dam in mid2000s. Collateral damage—that awful, chilling phrase to mask death and destruction for operational purposes or development for the so-called greater good.


Using could begin with selling veggies to feed habit to selling bodies—‘as a last stop,’ Phamila says. Women worst affected, & the children. Jobless, orphans. No help from govt when complaints are made about harassment and/ or torture by cops, other security bec they’re flotsam & jetsam. Society’s debris.


Poster in the tiny office shows a starburst of prostitution hubs in and around Paona Bazar, a part of Imphal’s largest and busiest market zone. Another quotes a news headline ref Supreme Court Justices Markandey Katju & Gyan Sudha Misra from their 14/02/2011 judgement on a case of killing of a sex worker:


‘Poverty, not pleasure, forces women into prostitution’; and ‘Sex workers are also entitled to the protection of life of dignity (Article 21 of the Constitution of India).’


O tempora! O Morehs!
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It is now evening. There’s the promise smoked fish, Myanmar and Mandalay brand beer or the smoother Dali from China—available openly in Moreh, part of a state where prohibition is law. There’s even the Indian middle-class staple of Blenders Pride whisky that vendors say is sourced from the ‘army’—a mark of authenticity in a den of counterfeit alcohol—to pass on to eager customers at ₹750 a bottle.


Trading freely isn’t quite the same thing as free trade, but in Moreh, like much else in far-eastern India, it doesn’t really matter. It’s a part of the grand palace of smoke and misleading mirrors where nobody knows anything and everybody knows everything. Ordinary citizens occupy the crumbling outhouses and stables, and the rebel leaders, politicians and bureaucrats—both local and their visiting patrons from New Delhi, Guwahati and Shillong—the many-splendoured suites.
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