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The evolution of maritime strategy in South Asia is inextricably linked to the personal and professional trajectories 

of the officers who transitioned the Indian Navy from a post-colonial auxiliary force into a dominant blue-water 

power. At the center of this metamorphosis stands Vice Admiral Nilakanta Krishnan (1919–1982), a figure whose 

career spanned four decades of global and regional conflict. His autobiography, "A Sailor's Story,"serves as more

than a mere personal memoir; it is a critical primary source for understanding the operational mechanics,

psychological warfare, and command-and-control frameworks that defined the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War. This article

provides an in-depth technical analysis of Krishnan's legacy, the strategic doctrine of the Eastern Naval Command,

and the technical specifications of the assets that secured India's maritime sovereignty.

The Theoretical Framework of Maritime Leadership

To analyze the career of Vice Admiral N. Krishnan, one must first understand the theoretical underpinnings of naval 

leadership during the mid-20th century. Leadership in a naval context is not merely about administrative oversight; it 

involves the management of complex socio-technical systems under extreme environmental and kinetic pressure. 

Krishnan’s service during World War II, where he earned the Distinguished Service Cross (DSC), provided the

empirical foundation for his later strategic decisions.

The Concept of Sea Control vs. Sea Denial

In naval doctrine, Sea Control is the ability of a navy to use a specific sea area for its own purposes for a period of 

time while denying its use to an enemy. Conversely, Sea Denialis the attempt to prevent an enemy from using the

sea without necessarily attempting to control it. During the 1971 conflict, Krishnan, as the Flag Officer

Commanding-in-Chief (FOC-in-C) of the Eastern Naval Command, moved beyond simple sea denial to establish

absolute sea control in the Bay of Bengal. This was achieved through a multi-layered approach involving carrier-

based aviation, surface blockades, and sophisticated intelligence maneuvers.

Technical Deep Dive: The Role of INS Vikrant (R11)

A central pillar of "A Sailor's Story" is the deployment and operational utilization of the INS Vikrant. At the time, 

the Vikrant was the crown jewel of the Indian Navy, but it faced significant technical challenges, including a cracked 

boiler that limited its maximum speed. Krishnan’s decision-making regarding the Vikrant is a classic case study in 

risk management and operational flexibility.

Operational Capabilities and Limitations

The INS Vikrant, a Majestic-class aircraft carrier, was equipped with Hawker Sea Hawk fighter-bombers and 

Breguet Alizé anti-submarine warfare (ASW) aircraft. The technical integration of these assets allowed for a Power 

Projection capability that Pakistan could not match in the Eastern theater. However, the speed limitation meant the 

carrier was vulnerable to submarine attacks, specifically from the PNS Ghazi, a Tench-class submarine deployed

by Pakistan with the specific mission of neutralizing the Vikrant.



Technical Parameter INS Vikrant (1971 Status) PNS Ghazi (Tench-Class)

Displacement 16,000 long tons (standard) 1,570 tons (surfaced)

Primary Armament Hawker Sea Hawk, Breguet Alizé 10 x 21-inch Torpedo Tubes

Maximum Speed ~14-16 knots (restricted by boiler) 20.25 knots (surfaced)

Strategic Role Sea Control / Air Strike Sea Denial / Assassination

Outcome in 1971 Successful Blockade established Sunk off Visakhapatnam

The 'Ghazi' Incident: A Case Study in Deception Strategy

One of the most technically fascinating segments of Krishnan’s tenure was the tactical deception used to protect 

the INS Vikrant and neutralize the PNS Ghazi. This operation utilized the principles of Information Warfare and 

Electronic Silence. Krishnan ordered the Vikrant to a secret location (Port Cornwallis in the Andaman Islands),

completely cutting off radio communications. To maintain the illusion that the carrier was still in Visakhapatnam, the

following technical and logistical steps were taken:

•  Logistical Mimicry: Large quantities of food supplies and fresh water were ordered from local vendors in 

Visakhapatnam to signal the presence of a large crew.

•  Signal Deception: High-volume radio traffic was generated from the vicinity of the port to simulate the carrier's 

communication signature.

•  Visual Decoys: Using the INS Rajput as a decoy to lure the Ghazi into a specific kill zone near the harbor 

entrance.

The eventual sinking of the PNS Ghazi remains a subject of historical debate, but from a command perspective,

Krishnan’s strategy successfully neutralized the greatest underwater threat to the Indian fleet without the Vikrant

ever being engaged.

The 1971 Blockade: Mechanics of a Naval Siege

The primary strategic objective in the Eastern theater was the total isolation of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). 

Vice Admiral Krishnan implemented a Comprehensive Maritime Blockade. The technical execution of this

blockade required precise coordination between surface ships, naval aviation, and intelligence units. 

Mathematical Modeling of the Blockade Effectiveness

While modern naval warfare uses digital simulations, the 1971 blockade can be analyzed through the lens of 

Attrition Models. By controlling the three primary shipping lanes into Chittagong and Chalna, the Indian Navy

ensured that the Pakistani military could neither be reinforced nor evacuated. The probability of interception ($P_i$)

was maintained at near 1.0 through the following deployment pattern:

1.  Outer Ring: INS Vikrant’s Sea Hawks provided continuous Combat Air Patrol (CAP) to interdict any large 

transport vessels.

2.  Inner Ring: Frigates and patrol boats conducted "Visit, Board, Search, and Seizure" (VBSS) operations on 

smaller craft.

3.  Coastal Interdiction: Breguet Alizé aircraft utilized radar and visual reconnaissance to map every moving 

vessel in the Bay of Bengal.



Technical Analysis of Honors and Awards

Vice Admiral Krishnan was one of the most decorated officers in Indian history. To understand the magnitude of his

service, one must look at the technical criteria for the honors he received. These awards represent specific

milestones in military excellence and national contribution.



Award Name Criteria for Conferment Significance in Krishnan’s Career

Padma Bhushan Distinguished service of high order to 
the nation.

Awarded for his leadership in the 
1971 victory.

PVSM (Param Vishisht Seva Medal) Distinguished service of the most 
exceptional order.

Recognition of long-term strategic 
contributions.

DSC (Distinguished Service Cross) Gallantry during active operations 
against the enemy at sea.

Earned during WWII for bravery under 
fire.

17 Medals Total Cumulative service, bravery, and 
campaign participation.

Reflects 40 years of continuous naval 
evolution.

The Literary and Educational Value of "A Sailor's Story"

Published by Punya Publishing and edited by his son, Arjun Krishnan, the autobiography is a 410-page technical

and personal record. For a technical writer or naval historian, the book provides granular details on shipboard life,

the transition from British to Indian naval traditions, and the internal politics of the Ministry of Defence during times

of crisis.

Key Themes for Military Educators:

•  Adaptability: How Krishnan managed the aging fleet of the 1960s to perform modern maneuvers in the 70s.

•  Joint Operations: The coordination between the Navy and the Army (under General Sam Manekshaw) to 

facilitate the surrender of 93,000 Pakistani troops.

•  Post-War Reconstruction: Krishnan’s role in managing the surrendered assets and restoring maritime 

commerce in the newly formed Bangladesh.

Implementation Guide: Lessons for Modern Maritime Strategy

The principles outlined in Krishnan’s memoir remain applicable to modern maritime security. For naval officers and

strategic planners, the following "Field Guide" can be derived from his 1971 operations:

1. Asset Optimization Under Constraint

Never wait for the "perfect" technical state of a vessel. Krishnan proved that a carrier with limited speed (Vikrant) 

can still dominate a theater if deployed with superior intelligence and psychological positioning. Modern navies 

should focus on Modular Readiness rather than total system perfection.

2. Psychological Dominance (The "Surrender" Mindset)

The iconic image of Admiral Krishnan displaying a surrendered gun to his sailors on the INS Vikrant is a 

masterclass in Morale Engineering. Strategic victory is as much about breaking the enemy's will as it is about

destroying their hardware. The blockade served a psychological purpose—it made the Pakistani ground forces feel

abandoned by their naval and air support.

3. The 'Total Theater' Awareness

Krishnan did not view the Bay of Bengal as a series of isolated points but as a single ecosystem. Modern C4ISR

(Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance) systems aim to

achieve the same "Total Theater Awareness" that Krishnan achieved through manual coordination and sheer

operational grit.



Addressing Operational Challenges and Failure Modes

No military operation is without its potential for failure. In the Eastern theater, several risks could have compromised

the mission:

•  Failure Mode A: Submarine Breach. If the PNS Ghazi had successfully located the Vikrant, the loss of the 

carrier would have flipped the psychological advantage. Solution: Krishnan’s use of Port Cornwallis as a 'Safe 

Haven' and the use of the 'Silent Carrier' protocol.

•  Failure Mode B: International Intervention. The presence of the US 7th Fleet (Task Force 74) in the Indian 

Ocean created a risk of superpower escalation. Solution: Accelerating the pace of the blockade and ground victory 

to create a fait accompli before international naval intervention could arrive.

•  Failure Mode C: Logistics Exhaustion. Keeping a carrier group at sea for extended periods without high-speed 

refueling capabilities. Solution: Establishing localized supply chains and utilizing the proximity of the Indian 

coastline to maintain operational tempo.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the 'Native Son'

Vice Admiral Nilakanta Krishnan’s life, as chronicled in "A Sailor's Story," provides a blueprint for maritime 

excellence. His transition from a decorated WWII veteran to the architect of the 1971 naval victory demonstrates a 

rare combination of tactical bravery and strategic genius. His 40 years of service, adorned with 17 medals, 

including the Padma Bhushan and PVSM, reflect the growth of India as a maritime nation. 

The technical lessons from his command—ranging from carrier-based blockade mechanics to sophisticated

psychological operations—remain foundational to the Indian Navy’s current doctrine. For readers, whether they are

naval enthusiasts, history students, or strategic planners, the autobiography serves as a vital record of how India

won the 1971 war at sea. As the maritime landscape of the Indo-Pacific becomes increasingly complex, the

'Sailor's Story' provides the historical and technical context necessary to navigate the future of naval warfare.
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