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While the world reeled at the birth of nuclear
China, the United States and India set a secret
mission in motion that would result in terrifying

consequences to this day.
 
 

This is story behind one of the most audacious
acts of espionage in human history.

China's first atomic test on October 16, 1964, in Xinjiang.



Cold, harsh, and inviolate. 
 

Straddling between the Kumaon and Garhwal districts
of Uttarakhand, deep in the Himalayas, stands Nanda
Devi. The second highest mountain in India, towering

at an astonishing 25,646 feet, it’s named after the
patron goddess of Uttarakhand. 

 
Nanda Devi's unique topographical environment
makes it one of the most inaccessible places on

earth. 
 

But today, this awe-inspiring creation of nature
shelters a device, abhorrent to nature, manufactured

by man. 
 

Somewhere high on the harrowing slopes of Nanda
Devi, buried deep in snow, lies a lost listening device
slowly depleting its plutonium cores. It contains as
much radioactive material as the nuclear bomb

dropped on Nagasaki. 
 

NANDA DEVI



 
 
 

The year was 1965, the Pentagon and CIA were worried. 
 

The Vietnam War was beginning to ramp up. The People's Republic of China had recently conducted its first nuclear test, but intelligence was
limited. Chinese missile tests were being conducted at a secretive facility a few hundred miles north of the Himalayan mountains, but intelligence

estimates for the missiles' range, and compatibility with nuclear warheads, was unclear. The mountain range blocked ground-based sensors,
which could have picked up the missiles' radio telemetry signals. Worse, Pakistan had just kicked out America's spy planes, and precision satellite

imagery was still primitive.
 

 So, in October the Pentagon began concocting a plan that would help both India and America keep a closer eye on China, especially in regard
to its nuclear programme. 

 
The idea came from Curtis LeMay, a United States Air Force general and one of the most controversial officers in the history of the United States

military.  He advocated nuclear bombs being used in Vietnam and drew up plans in 1949 to destroy 77 Russian cities in a single day of bombing.
 

The Pentagon's plan was to team up with India’s Intelligence Bureau (IB) in a clandestine mission to install a powerful listening device at a point
of extreme prominence along the Indo-Tibetan borer. The site where the device would be placed would need to have uninterrupted access in

order to intercept Chinese radio signals.
 

The IB suggested Nanda Kot, a smaller mountain in the Himalayas, but the Americans dismissed it for the lack of height. They said the device
would only work at 8,000 metres or above, so they recommended K2. The IB said K2 's sharp peak had no room for even three people to stand

and assemble the device, which would take around four hours with the help of at least five people. 
 

So, there was no better choice than Nanda Devi. 
 

To ensure the longevity and endurance of the device, which was supposed to work at high altitude, it was decided it would be nuclear. 
 

The generator’s fuel consisted of seven plutonium capsules.

1965



General Cutis Lemay, one of the most controversial officers in the history of the United States military, 
helped conceive the Nanda Devi mission. 



THE TEAM

Installing the device meant carrying equipment weighing
around 56kg to the summit of Nanda Devi.  

 
Only two expeditions had summited the mountain before

then. There was no doubt that only the very best
mountaineers could be trusted. 

 
A group of 14 American and four Indian mountaineers

were carefully assembled. They represented the cream of
the mountaineering generation. 

 
The Indian contingent was led by Captain Manmohan

Singh Kohli. With him were four officers from the IB: Hairsh
Rawat, Sonam Wangyal, Gurcharan Singh Bhangu, and

Sonam Gyatso—all were trained mountaineers, and
winners of the Arjuna award, India's highest recognition in

sports. 
 

Leading the Americans was Lute Jerstad, a member of the
1963 American Mount Everest expedition.

 



Captain Manmohan Singh Kohli is an internationally
renowned Indian mountaineer. He belongs to the exclusive
band of three climbers in the world who in 1962 spent three
nights at 27,650 feet on Everest. Two of those nights without

oxygen.
 

 An officer in the Indian Navy, he also led the 1965 Indian
expedition which put nine men on the summit of Everest, a

world record which lasted for 17 years. 
 

Fresh off this particularly demanding climb and having
conquered Everest for his country,  Kohli was exhausted and

in desperate need of rest and recuperation— He was
urgently called to service.

 
“When they heard that I had put nine men on top of Everest,
they knew that I was the right man to lead an expedition in

India," Kohli says.
 



 
 

After having sworn their respective oaths of secrecy, the
climbing team was flown to Mount McKinley in Alaska, the

highest mountain in north America, to prepare for the
expedition. 

 
While all of them were among the most experienced

climbers at the time, none of them knew about the more
idiosyncratic aspect of the expedition: that of dealing with

the nuclear material.
 

American climber Jim McCarthy was appointed as the
designated member of the team to handle the plutonium
rods. Through the summer of 1965, officials from the CIA

trained him to load and unload the device without
disturbing the deadly occupant. 

 
All climbers were paid $1,000 per month, a hefty amount in

those days. 
 

The cover for the team was that they were a joint Indo-
American mountaineering team conducting research for

high-altitude flight for the American Air Force. 
 

Before departing for India, the covert mission was given its
official codename: "Operation Hat." 

 
 

American climber Jim McCarthy.



The first American team to ascend Everest, several of whom would go on to mountaineer for the CIA. 
Dave Dingman, kneeling on left, was one of them.



Add a little bit of Abody text

An esteemed Harvard Medical school 
 graduate who could run a mile in under four

minutes, Dr. Robert T. Schaller was a self-
confessed mountain climbing addict. 

 
 In consideration of his dual abilities as an

experienced glacier climber and a capable
surgeon, Schaller was invited to join the CIA

team. 
 

Plucky, handsome, and charismatic, Schaller
had recently moved to Seattle when the call

came. 



Add a little bit of body text
Luther Jerstad (known as Lute) was an

Oregon mountain guide and also a member of
the first American team to reach the top of

Mount Everest, in 1963.
 
 

 He entered the record books as one of a
quintet of American alpinists who scaled

Everest from two sides. 



Barry Bishop, from Ohio, was a  33-year-old
American who had also climbed Everest with the US

expedition in 1963.  
 

He was working as a photo editor at National
Geographic magazine when the CIA came calling 



 
In an effort to attract minimal attention, most of the

mountaineers were flown into base camp by helicopter in
September 1965. 

 
The climbing equipment, rations, and the device itself—

stored in a lead casket—were carried by porters through
the Rishi Ganga gorge. The special load did not go

unnoticed: the porters said they could feel heat emanating
from the casket. 

 
After having established themselves at the base camp, the

mountaineers methodically began making their way up
Nanda Devi.

 
The American climbers were asked to use an Indian sun
tan lotion to darken their skins so that they didn't evoke

suspicion among locals.
 

The porters who carried up the nuclear luggage were told it
was a "treasure of some sort, possibly gold." Several of

them died from cancers caused by radiation.



 
On 18 October, when the team reached Camp IV, at over

24,000ft, a terrible blizzard and severe cold conditions
forced a rethink. Kohli, now 83, had to choose between

men and machine: he chose to save the lives of his men.
 

It was decided to cache the device—a six-foot-long
antenna, two radio communication sets, a power pack,
and the plutonium capsules—on the mountain, to await

better conditions the following Spring. 
 

But when the climbers returned, in May 1966, they
discovered that all the equipment had vanished.

 
 Theories and fears abound, but nobody seems to know

what had happened. 
 

The CIA thought that the Indians had stolen the device to
kick-start their own nuclear programme.

American climbers Berry Corber and M.S. Kohli busy with the installation.



It also turned out that the watershed of Nanda Devi
was part of the headwaters for the Ganges river, and

there was fear that these sacred waters might
become poisoned. This led the CIA to launch heroic

secret efforts to recover the missing reactor.
 

For several months in 1966, the CIA would fly aboard
boxy HH-43 Huskie helicopters. Sitting in the rear of the
choppers, team members scanned Nanda Devi with

neutron detectors.  
 

In the effort to install the surveillance device, and then
retrieve it, nearly a dozen ascents were made from

1965-68 on Nanda Devi
 

More than half a century later, nobody knows what
happened to the capsules. 

 
Until the plutonium deteriorates, which may take

centuries, the device will remain radioactive.
 

Karthik Rana, an 80-year-old porter who
participated in the search operation. 



.
 

"Considering that over 200 people were involved and it went on for three years, this was the 20th century’s greatest mountaineering-espionage
operation. It stretched the limits of human endurance."

 
— M.S Kohli

 
 



Installation in progress during the first visit to Nanda Kot in 1967, with
Nanda Devi in the background.

 
In 1967, a second attempt to plant a fresh set of

devices, this time on an adjacent and easier 22,510-ft
mountain called Nanda Kot, succeeded. 

 
The team was finally able to place a listening device,

along with its generator, near the summit. Upon
switching it on, a deep hum, heavy vibrations, and a

sudden wave of heat confirmed that the nuclear
generator had started.

 
Unfortunately, though, the device did not prove useful

for long. After a year of intercepting Chinese radio
transmissions, it stopped sending signals back to the

CIA station. 
 

Another expedition was launched to Nanda Kot, with
Kohli leading it as before. When they finally came upon
the device, its immense heat had melted into the face

of the mountain. 
 

Nanda Kot



 
It was only a decade later, in 1977, that news of the CIA-IB covert operation and the missing plutonium broke in the

international media. 
 

Then prime minister of India, Morarji Desai, admitted to the mission in Parliament. 
 

While much was promised in the immediate aftermath of the story, there was little done in terms of finding the devices.  
 

Six eminent scientists were convened to produce a dense technical report on the risks posed by the loose material but their
recommendations have been ignored by each government since its release.

 
The mountain and its surrounding sanctuary were eventually closed off for "conservation reasons.” Apart from the occasional

military expeditions, Nanda Devi remains in its primordial state: inviolate and inaccessible. 
 

In the mid-2000s, water and silt samples taken from around Nanda Devi were taken to two different American laboratories.
One laboratory produced findings that indicated the presence of plutonium. 

 
These findings were submitted to the government of India but no action was taken. 

 



The 1979 Scientific report, whose recommendations have been ignored by each government since its release.



ACCESS
 

Life Rights: 
Capt. M. S. Kohli
Jim McCarthy

 
The family of Robert T. Schaller 

 
We also have access to the Indian sherpas.

 
 
 
 

A scripted film on the story is in the works:
 

Produced by:
 

 Scott Rosenfelt
Rashaana Shah
Don Schneider.

 
Director: Tarsem Singh

 
The script is written by Scott Rosenfelt and Jonathan Light, from a story

by Scott Rosenfelt and Humphrey Gyde. 

M.S. Kohli, the fateful expedition's leader.



DID THE DEVICES
TRIGGER INDIA'S

FLOODS? 
Locals across the Himalayan state of Uttarakhand have long
believed that the nuclear devices lie buried under the snow

and rocks in the towering mountains above. 
 

So when the region got hit by a huge flood in February 2020,
villagers panicked and rumours flew that the devices had

"exploded" and triggered the deluge. 
 

in 2018, state tourism and irrigation minister Satpal Mahara
urged the Indian government to take urgent action on the

matter. 
 

The search continues. 
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