It was called Operation Black Tornado, its objective to conduct "speedy, precision operations," but
when the 200 NSG commandos landed in Mumbai just before dawn broke on November 27, it
seemed more like grey fog. It took four hours to battle through it before they could launch operations
in the two hotel complexes — and more than 24 hours in the case of Nariman House.
In the Mumbai-New Delhi communication that preceded their arrival, the NSG were not even told
that there were two hotels — The Trident and The Oberoi — under attack and not just one at that
location as they thought. Or that the Taj complex had two distinct buildings, the heritage wing and the
Towers wing. Or that there was an atrium inside The Oberoi around which all the floors were and
from where terrorists could spot and take aim. Or that it would take almost a day to vacate residents of
buildings around Nariman House before operations could begin.
Simply put, the country's most elite counter-terror strike force was going into one of its toughest
assignments with critical pieces of information missing. And this was all the more shocking because
the Mumbai Police, the Army and the Marine Commandos were on the ground at different points of
time through the night and had a clear picture of the locations, if nothing else.
And this was just the beginning of the NSG's woes. To start with, there was no joint operations and
communications hub set up for the NSG to plug into for latest information on the terrorists. The
Mumbai Police gave them an account of how the terrorists had fired their way into the buildings,
intelligence agencies told them about how the eight men were in touch with their handlers in Pakistan
and that their conversations were being monitored and that the Marine Commandos (MARCOS) had
not proceeded beyond the ground floor at both the hotels.
What the NSG did not get, however, was "operational intelligence" on terrorist movements, their
likely strength, the pattern of tactics and structural details of the buildings — key to planning their
counter-attack. Turns out it didn't have to be this way. A security debriefing later found that the Army
had set up an operations hub for itself in the area headquarters in Colaba, barely a 10-minute drive
from Nariman House or the Taj.
This room, it was found, could have been converted into a joint operations and information centre but
it never happened for lack of coordination. In fact, the Army never knew that MARCOS had been
requisitioned or that the NSG was being flown in. There was no significant briefing by the Army
except for coordinating the outer cordon deployment at all three locations.
The impact of these shortcomings would show up often during the long hours the NSG spent battling
the terrorists, often playing a cat-and-mouse game with them through the dark corridors and staircases

of the hotels. In both sections of the Taj, for instance, only one electronic-swipe master key was
available to open each of the guest rooms and check them and so some doors had to be broken open.
The Tower section alone had 323 rooms on 19 floors and there were another 140 rooms such as the
bar, the restaurants and shops. It took NSG teams 4-5 minutes to either open or break open each room,
enter and conduct a quick search. All through the night, it seems nobody had even considered whether
it was possible to get duplicate swipe keys made.
The lack of knowledge about the hotel again showed up critically on the evening of November 28
when the NSG thought they had cornered the terrorists in the hotel's Wasabi restaurant on the first
floor after hours of chasing them and exchanging gun fire. As the commandos moved closer, the
terrorists moved on to a spiral staircase next to the restaurant which goes down and opens into the
Harbour Bar.
But the NSG was unaware of the presence of a spiral staircase and continued firing towards Wasabi
while the terrorists took cover near the staircase. The NSG realised this only when they got closer and
had to get teams to move in from the ground floor to corner the terrorists. All of which meant the
operation dragged on and a final assault could be launched on the Harbour Bar only hours later.
At The Oberoi, the commandos who entered the hotel were immediately taken aback as they had not
been warned about an open atrium inside. The guest rooms are all around the atrium and each floor
has a view of all floors on the opposite side. This allowed the two terrorists, Fahadullah and Abdul
Rehman Chhota, to take vantage points on higher floors with hostages for cover and shoot at any
rescue party.
By the time the NSG took over, the two terrorists had taken refuge in some unknown corner of the
hotel. As the commandos moved opening room after room, they were constantly fired at from another
floor making the exercise doubly dangerous. Since each floor was around the atrium, the terrorists
moved around quickly to a different floor and opened fire and threw grenades.
Nariman House, being a smaller building in a congested lane, offered a whole different set of
challenges. The five-storey building was surrounded by three buildings that stood cheek-by-jowl —
Merchant House, Batra House and Kastoori House — and the NSG wanted residents of these
buildings to vacate these premises before they could enter them and launch their counter-attack.
But even though the NSG is a paramilitary force under the Home Ministry, it does not have police
powers to evict residents. Although the residents of these buildings were very cooperative and agreed
to help in any way they could, they were unwilling to leave their homes. So the Mumbai Police was
called in to help and while they had the powers, they had to contend with finding an alternative place
to house the residents who would be displaced. Talks were held with other residents in the area who
came forward to offer refuge to the ones who would be displaced. But all this took time — an entire
day was lost.
Operations to enter the building could begin only the next morning but again with a serious hiccup.
The NSG, the intelligence agencies and local police all knew that the terrorists at the various locations
were talking to their handlers in Pakistan over mobile phones and these calls were even being tapped.
Many of these conversations showed that the handlers in Pakistan were watching the coverage of the
siege on Indian TV channels and were relaying information and suggestions back to the attackers.
Yet, when the NSG decided to use an IAF helicopter to air-drop commandos on the terrace of
Nariman House, no thought was given to blocking access to TV cameras from showing the operation
live. Tapped phone conversations found that the Lashkar handlers watched the commandos on the
terrace and warned the two terrorists inside. Holed up on the fourth floor of Nariman House, the
terrorists waited prepared as the commandos came down from the fifth floor and opened fire on them.
Commando Gajendra Singh took the first burst and succumbed to his injuries.

