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AUTHOR'S NOTE 


 


In writing this book I hoped to give a faithful portrayal of Sri Lanka, based not only on my travels in the footsteps of Sir James Emerson Tennent, but also on my two years in Colombo. Whilst the descriptions of the journeys and places that follow are accurate and unembellished, a small number of the characters have had their identities and locations disguised to protect their privacy. Wherever I have taken creative liberties with the descriptions of these characters or deviated from strict non-fiction, I have tried to replace or merge any details with those of other people I met on the island, and the stories they were kind enough to share with me have remained unchanged. 
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INTRODUCTION 









As dawn was breaking on 29 November 1845, a British steamship landed at a fortified harbour town on the western coast of a teardrop-shaped island in the Indian Ocean. Standing on the deck in the early morning light, an Irish traveller looked out over the still waters of the bay towards the headland shaded by slender palm trees, gently inclining their crowns towards the sea. Inland, beyond the fortified town, lay a ridge of mauve hills and far in the distance towered the island's sacred peak, still shrouded by the morning clouds. 




  The traveller had been at sea for many weeks, whilst the leaves had turned to the colours of autumn and fallen from the trees in the country he had left far behind. The ship's slow passage through the latitudes of the ocean had allowed him to become gradually accustomed to the rhythm of the climate in the tropics: the clear, muted mornings, the oppressive humidity of the early afternoon that drained the life from even the most animated of the ship's passengers, and the close warmth of the evenings that hung like a haze, masked by the darkness and never quite cleared. The clothes that had been stitched by his tailor in Belfast had become uncomfortable and stifling, and he looked wistfully at the bare-backed fishermen, whose little vessels were darting between the large ships in the harbour. Their fishing boats were graceful canoes, built from two hollowed-out tree trunks, lashed together and balanced by a log of buoyant wood that floated alongside. The rising sun was chasing them back to the shore, their hulls full of slippery piles of fish with cold, metallic scales. 




  The ship landed at an old pier that jutted out into the bay and the traveller stepped into line behind the other passengers who were filing gingerly along the pier onto the land. The morning clouds had lifted and the sky above was hard and blue. Sweat began to trickle down his back and he took a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe away the salty drops that were collecting on his brow. A few Europeans who already lived on the island were hanging around the landing stage, wearing flimsy white cotton clothes and standing in the shade of Japanese umbrellas. Everything else that greeted his eyes was foreign. The local chiefs had come out to meet the ship, dressed in billowing trousers and heavily embroidered belts, fingering their ceremonial swords. A couple of Buddhist monks wrapped in coarse, yellow robes stood amongst traders from China and chetties from South India who wore headdresses and ornate earrings. They look like women, he thought, as he pushed his way through a group of local men who had neatly coiled up their long, black hair and fixed it to the tops of their heads with tortoiseshell combs. They also seemed to be wearing petticoats. He squatted down in the perfumed shade of a twisted tree, whose waxy leaves were studded with star-shaped white flowers, and began to undo the buttons of his tight boots. 




  The traveller had spent many hours in the dim light of his cabin, poring over descriptions of the small island in the leather-bound volumes he had been sold in London. It had attracted the attention of great men, from Ptolemy to Marco Polo – men whose names were remembered and words were revered years after their death. When he had been chosen to sail to the island at Her Majesty's pleasure, there were mutterings in London that he was not great enough, too inexperienced, not up to the job. His departure had left grey men in the corridors of Parliament shaking their heads and whispering hopefully of his failure. 




  Two naked children, their hair wavy and shining, joined him under the tree and began to fight playfully with each other on the dusty ground. The heat was exhausting. It's probably snowing in Belfast, he thought. 




  The island had been known, from ancient times, by many different names to a succession of invaders and explorers who had landed on its shores. In Sanskrit it was named Lanka by its large and often troublesome neighbour, India. Early visitors to the island discovered sapphires and rubies deposited in its hillsides and riverbeds, and named it Ratnadvipa or 'Island of Gems'. A recalcitrant Bengali prince, banished to the island with 700 followers, found a strange land ruled by a demon queen and named it Tambapanni, after the rich, red soil he encountered on its northern shores. The Sinhalese inhabitants of the island first spoke of their homeland in their mother tongue, by the name of Simhaladvipa, meaning 'Island of the Lion Race'. To the Tamils it was simply known as Eelam. Its Portuguese colonisers called it Ceilão, under the Dutch it was renamed Zeilan and on the clear November morning in 1845, after almost half a century of British colonial rule, the island was known as Ceylon. 
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To the outside world, Sri Lanka – the name the island finally chose for itself following independence from Britain – has two very different faces: a tropical paradise of palm-fringed beaches where European couples spend their honeymoons, and a tsunami-dashed warzone that was home to one of the most ruthless terrorist organisations of recent history. In 2010, a year after the civil war ended, I was trying to inspire teenage boys to take an interest in enzymes and photosynthesis in the gloomy laboratories of a boys' boarding school outside Oxford. I had cycled to the southern tip of India several years earlier and looked out across the Indian Ocean towards the small, war-torn island on a clear, December evening. I couldn't see it, but on the map it looked tantalisingly close, as if a fragment of the subcontinent had fallen away and not managed to drift very far. When a school in the island's capital needed a biology teacher, I decided to go. 




  I landed on the island on a humid afternoon, the air heavy with the tension of an impending deluge and warm winds whipping the palm trees. 'Our roads are very bad, madam,' said the taxi driver, as we crawled along the potholed road into the capital, breathing the exhaust fumes of a lopsided bus. 'You can't get decent wine or cheese here,' complained an expat who was desperate to leave. 'I hope you weren't expecting air conditioning,' said the school's headmaster. 




  I was already well travelled – or so I thought. I had drifted along the backwaters of Kerala, cycled along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, climbed up some volcanoes in Indonesia and shivered in the foothills of the Himalayas. I had travelled with Asian families, I had eaten Asian food, I had read Asian newspapers, cycled in Asian traffic and slept on Asian trains. Living in Sri Lanka should therefore have been an easy transition for me. It was not. 




  Impatient by nature, I struggled with the slower pace of life. I couldn't suppress my sense of urgency; I wanted immediacy. My wonderful Sri Lankan students smiled good-naturedly as I perspired in front of the whiteboard and stumbled over their polysyllabic surnames. I was amazed by how often things could malfunction and couldn't comprehend the smiles and shrugs of my colleagues in reprographics when the photocopier juddered to a halt for the third time in the same week. 'What to do?' they said with cheery fatalism. They had a sense of perspective, I did not. But I didn't realise that until later. 
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Almost a year after I had arrived on the island I met Mr Fernando, an eccentric Sri Lankan Anglophile and one of my neighbours in Colombo. He could remember the last days of colonial rule, had run a tea plantation in the hill country and maintained an unwavering belief in the predictions of his horoscope. Although he was nearing his seventieth year, his hair was still thick and dark, and a small blue sapphire – a charm recommended by an astrologer for his protection – twinkled from the centre of a gold ring on his little finger. He lived in a whitewashed colonial bungalow in the heart of the city, which he shared with an enormous collection of books that he had amassed over his lifetime. 'You must come and visit my library,' he said to me one afternoon, when I met him in the lane as he was inspecting the pink blooms of the hibiscus that tumbled over his front wall. 'As someone from Britain, you would find some of the colonial books in my collection particularly interesting.' 




  He led me between the cylindrical columns of the bungalow's terracotta-tiled veranda and into a dark room that was lined with bookcases and smelled of leather and damp. It was July, the month when the rains of the Yala monsoon drench the capital city, and the polished, concrete floor of the library was covered with white jasmine flowers that had blown through the shuttered windows during the afternoon's storm. An old, yellowing astrological chart that had been drawn up on the day of his birth was rolled up in a small wooden chest in the corner of a Victorian writing desk, behind which Mr Fernando gestured to me to take a seat; and he began to select from the shelves disintegrating books with embossed, leather covers, and pages that had crinkled and hardened from years in the tropical humidity. The books were works about Sri Lanka written by a collection of British adventurers, soldiers, politicians and anthropologists, who had visited the island in previous centuries and recorded their impressions. They had travelled across the island on horseback, cutting paths through the unmapped jungle, with trails of porters and elephants carrying their loads. They counted and recorded the species of birds and insects, investigated the island's botany and geology, made sketches of the 'natives' in their traditional costumes, and tried to comprehend the local customs and beliefs. 




  An English sea captain named Robert Knox was shipwrecked off Sri Lanka in 1659 and held captive by the kings of the hill country for nineteen years. He made sketches of the island's tribesmen, discovered a city of women who took many husbands, and showed a curious interest in how the islanders dealt with the bodies of their dead. When he finally escaped with the help of the Dutch and returned to Britain, the account of his experiences that was published in London brought him widespread fame and became an inspiration for Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe. William Skeen, an English adventurer, arrived in Ceylon in 1860 and wrote an account of the wet, miserable pilgrimage he made, fuelled by beer and brandy, to the shrine on the island's sacred mountain during the monsoon, during which he almost fell to his death. A businessman named Henry W. Cave established a printing firm in Colombo in 1876 and wrote about his journey deep into the jungle to the lost, ancient cities, as well as his travels around the island, chugging along the railways in the new British steam trains. 




  'If you are going to read any of them, it should really be this one,' said Mr Fernando, as he passed me two thick volumes embossed with gold lettering and spotted with damp. 




  The work was simply called Ceylon and was written by a newly knighted Irishman named Sir James Emerson Tennent, who had been sent to the island in 1845 by Her Majesty's Government as the colonial secretary in Ceylon. Although his name has since disappeared into obscurity, he was a well-known figure in Victorian Britain and his full-length portrait still hangs in Belfast City Hall. Tennent was something of a Renaissance man; he was a politician, an explorer, a writer and a renowned historian. He had a controversial career in British politics, jumping from the Whigs to the Conservatives as a young man, and he went on to become the MP for Belfast for thirteen years. He was a passionate supporter of Greece's struggle for independence from the Ottoman Empire and travelled through the country during the Greek War of Independence, to research a book about the country's history and culture. He published a series of letters from a trip through the Aegean, wrote a book about Belgium, and travelled up the Nile and through the Holy Land. His writing was not just confined to travel and he seemed to produce books on any subject that took his fancy, from firearms to the taxation of wine. In London, as part of the Victorian intelligentsia, he mingled in erudite and literary circles with the likes of Robert Browning, Anthony Trollope and Michael Faraday. He was a close friend of Charles Dickens, with whom he spent many happy days travelling through Italy, discussing politics, and Dickens dedicated his final completed novel, Our Mutual Friend, to Tennent in 1865, a few years before his death. 




  Tennent lived on Ceylon for four years with the pet baby elephant he rescued from an elephant corral in the hill country. Like many of the Brits before him, he obsessively collected facts on any topics relating to the island, from the behaviour of the local crocodiles to the islanders' experiments with early lightning conductors. But unlike many of the other writers, who had simply catalogued the island, his book had an additional section – a personal narrative of the trips he had made to the four corners of the island. Like any good travel writer, he made his journeys as much of a focus as his destinations, and he had an eye for the unusual and absurd. He recorded the difficulties and frustrations of finding food and transport, the disasters of lost luggage and disappearing pathways, and gave candid impressions of the people and communities he encountered along the way. His route took him through the busy colonial cities, along the pilgrimage trails to the island's sacred monuments, deep into the unmapped jungle to its ruined cities, and over the scorching plains and lagoons to the islands of the arid north. 




  In the introduction to his enormous two-volume work, which numbered over 1,000 pages, Tennent explained in 1845: 




 


There is no island in the world, Great Britain itself not excepted, that has attracted the attention of authors in so many distant ages and so many different countries as Ceylon. There is no nation in ancient or modern times possessed of a language and a literature, the writers of which have not at some time made it their theme. Its aspect, its religion, its antiquities and its productions have been described as well by the classic Greeks, as by the members of the Lower Empire; by the Romans; by the writers of China, Burma, India and Kashmir; by the Geographers of Arabia and Persia; by the mediaeval voyagers of Italy and France; by the annalists of Portugal and Spain; by the merchant adventurers of Holland and by the travellers and topographers of Great Britain. But amidst this wealth of materials as to the island… there is an absolute dearth of information regarding its state and progress in the more recent periods, and its actual condition in the present day… 




 


One hundred and sixty-six years later, when I read this in Mr Fernando's library, the same was more or less true. Although the civil war had been over for a year, many of the areas that Tennent passed through had been out of bounds to travellers for so long that it was still difficult to find any recent accounts of these areas, leaving them shrouded in mystery. The north and the east of the island, an arid plain dotted with palmyra palms, was the Tamil Tigers' coveted land of Eelam and had been a warzone for twenty-six years. It was rumoured that the ground was still littered with landmines and many people were still living in refugee camps, whilst the victorious soldiers of the Sri Lankan army ruled the region from behind the razor wire of their army barracks. Foreigners who had tried to travel through the region had been stopped at military checkpoints, had their vehicles searched and were nearly always turned away. The north of the island had been notorious amongst international journalists during the civil war for being one of the hardest warzones to penetrate. Their visas were denied, reporters were obstructed or terrorised and, even today, Sri Lanka is still known as a very dangerous place to operate as a journalist. But it was not only foreigners and journalists who hadn't travelled to these regions; a whole generation of Sri Lankans who live in the south of the island had never visited the north or the east, as during their lifetime it had never been safe to do so. 




  Outside Mr Fernando's library the sky was beginning to darken, as slate-grey clouds gathered above the city and the 




  first rumblings of thunder began in the west. As I studied the map in the front of Tennent's book, which had been sketched by a Victorian cartographer in London over a century ago, I realised how much of the island lay in the region that I might never visit before I returned to England. 'You had better wait until the storm passes,' said Mr Fernando, as he began to close the wooden shutters of the library against the first, heavy drops of rain. He turned one of the volumes over in his hands and fingered the gold lettering on the spine fondly. 'I won this book as a prize when I was at school,' he explained, 'and I really don't believe that anyone has written anything about our island in such depth since.' He smiled sadly. 'We were once called "the Pearl of the Indian Ocean", but what do they say about us now?' He looked at the map and began to trace the route Tennent had taken across the island. 'It would be interesting to follow his route now and see how much has changed,' he said thoughtfully, moving his finger along the coastline and deep into the jungle interior. 'We think we have changed so much, but I expect in many ways we have not changed at all.' 




  The idea appealed. I had lived in Sri Lanka for a year and, in spite of my good intentions to immerse myself in the local culture and learn about the island's complex history, I was falling slowly into the expat habit of spending the weekdays working in the capital, whingeing about the traffic, humidity and inefficiency, and the weekends lounging around in tourist resorts by the coast, whingeing about the service. If something didn't change, I would return to England in another year understanding little more about the country than I had when I arrived. As Mr Fernando outlined James Emerson Tennent's route on the map, it looked both feasible and the perfect antidote to my predicament. The route would take me from the south-west corner of the island to the summit of its sacred mountain, north to the capital and inland to the tea plantations of the hill country. From there, the route descended through the central forests that are still home to Sri Lanka's indigenous people, down to the barren, eastern plain, up the east coast to the island's northernmost tip, ending in the crumbling, ancient cities at the island's centre. The journey would be just over 1,600 km, perfectly achievable in a year and, as many of the roads I would be following had not changed course since they had been built by the Victorians, keeping to Tennent's route would not be difficult. 'But what about the old warzone?' I asked Mr Fernando, looking at the east coast and the narrow, northern peninsula. 'Isn't it still impossible to go through this region?' 




  'It would be difficult, I'm sure,' he agreed, stroking his chin. 'But if the planets are in an auspicious alignment, anything can happen.' 
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Chapter One 


GALLE 









It was unusually cool under the corrugated iron roof of Colombo's bus station, which stands in the oldest part of the city, surrounded by bazaars of the Pettah or the 'Black Town'. I had arrived early in the morning, before the sun had brought colour to the pale sky and the usually chaotic bus stand was slowly coming to life. The fruit and vegetable sellers were spreading their mats on the ground, and wheeling crates of bananas and beans in-between the buses on small, flat-bottomed barrows. Scrawny, barefooted men with cigarettes pinched into the corners of their mouths were opening up the backs of their trucks and climbing around on the mounds of hairy coconuts inside, which they began to roll down to their helpers on the ground. A couple of men dressed in cotton shirts and sarongs were sitting on the edge of the road next to their three-wheeled tuk-tuks, waiting for their first passengers of the day, whilst a few unhealthy stray dogs crawled around under the empty buses.  




  I had come to the Pettah to catch a bus to Galle, a fortified harbour town in the south of Sri Lanka that overlooks the Indian Ocean from the island's west coast. In 1845 Galle was the point of arrival for most Europeans and Tennent was one of the many colonial visitors who started their tours of the island from its harbour. In the bottom of my rucksack I had a cheap edition of James Emerson Tennent's Ceylon that I had found in one of the bookshops in Colombo. Unlike the leather-bound copy, lovingly pressed and embossed in London, the pages of my paperback looked as if they had been hurriedly photocopied in a back room somewhere in the city, and were bound carelessly together with so much glue that the paper spine was lumpy and wrinkled. 




  The buses that ply the Sri Lankan roads have old, battered, steel frames and small, smeared windows, which are permanently wedged open to allow the breeze to cool their dark interiors. Most of the seats on the Galle bus were already taken, so I was forced to take the front seat 'reserved for the clergy' and hoped that I wouldn't be evicted by one of the island's many orange-robed Buddhist monks. The driver lit an incense stick, which he wedged into a small hole in the centre of the steering wheel, before he jumped down from the bus and disappeared into one of the dark stalls that lined the bus stand.  




  Whereas the dashboard and windscreen of the public buses in Europe are usually littered with various stickers and documents certifying the safety of the bus and the legitimacy of the driver, there are no such pretentions in Sri Lanka. Instead, the drivers and the passengers freely acknowledge a bus ride is a potentially lethal experience and appeal to the gods for protection. The driver of this particular bus had decided to spread his luck evenly amongst the island's deities, and had hung a plastic icon of the Buddha flanked by four Hindu gods above the windscreen. An elderly man pulled himself up the steps of the bus, and shuffled up and down the aisle with a large basket of lentil patties and dried chillies, followed by a teenage boy carrying plastic bags of chopped mangos sprinkled with chilli seeds. Most of the passengers had slid down their seats into sleep and the ones who were awake were sitting in vacant silence, staring out of the windows.  




  A middle-aged man in a sarong, who was carrying a wooden crate of small, green citrus fruit, sat down on the seat next to me. After he had balanced the crate precariously on his lap, he produced a small plastic comb from the pocket of his shirt, which he ran first over the streaks of sparse, well-oiled hair on his head and then through the black bristles of his thick moustache. He gently patted the sides of his head with his hands and, satisfied he was in a respectable state, selected a handful of the citrus fruit, which were the colour of limes but more spherical, and dropped two into my lap. 




  'These are organic oranges, madam,' he explained, as he started to tear the thin peel from one himself, 'they are from my own plantation and have been contaminated by no unnatural chemicals.'  




  This was not the first time I had been fed by a complete stranger on a Sri Lankan bus, and I always accepted with a twinge of guilt, as it would never occur to me to share my food with anyone I did not already know. The flesh was a pale orange colour and had the kind of unripe, acidic taste that makes you wince spontaneously. I asked the man where he was going and he said that he too was on the way to Galle.  




  'I tried to take the train, but when I arrived at the station this morning, first and second class were already full,' he said. shaking his head, as he looked despondently out of the window. 'I do not like to take the bus.' 




  If you mention to most people that you are going to take the Galle Road that runs along the coastline between Galle 




  and Colombo, their usual response is to flinch, shake their heads with pity and suggest you take the train instead. Although the Galle Road is one of island's main arteries and conveys vast numbers of cars, buses and heavy goods vehicles every day, it is still only a very narrow, single-carriage road and is shared with a large number of villagers on bicycles, who sometimes choose, intriguingly, to cycle in the opposite direction to the traffic. As a result, progress is always very slow and the average speed rarely exceeds 50 km per hour. Ever since I arrived in Sri Lanka I had heard rumours that an 'express highway' was being built somewhere further inland, which would apparently transform the journey to Galle into a smooth and luxurious experience. Nobody seemed to know exactly where this mysterious highway was, but every couple of months someone would declare the new road was to be unveiled any day now and people claimed with reverence to have seen sections of the highway hidden in the jungle. There were even rumours that the local tuk-tuk drivers were sneaking onto the sleek tarmac in the night to joyride their little three-wheelers up and down over its smooth surface. 




  Gradually the bus began to fill up – first the seats, then the aisles, followed by the doorways and, finally, with a few people perched in the driver's booth, the bus began to lumber its way out of the station and through the city towards the sea.  




  The buildings and monuments that line the Galle Road tell the story of the island's past. The signs that hang above the small stalls selling king coconuts and powdered milk, Dayananda Stores, Cafe Gunasekara, bear the traditional Sinhalese names from a time before the island was colonised. The white dagobas and statues of the seated Buddha that smile placidly from the temple courtyards were brought by Indians, in one of their more well-meaning visits to their small neighbour. The island's first colonisers, the Portuguese, left their mark on the island with the pastel-coloured facades of the catholic churches, and the garlanded shrines of the Virgin Mary and the infant Christ that sit in glass cases by the side of the road. The Dutch left the bungalows with their tiled roofs and sloping, column-supported verandas, under which the elderly Sinhalese slumber away the humid afternoons. When the British arrived as the island's third and final colonisers, they built the road and the broad-gauge railway line that runs along the coast, so close to the sea that on a stormy day the carriages are sprayed by rolling waves from the Indian Ocean, from the Jaffna Peninsula in the arid north, down into the humid wetlands of the deep south.  




  After a couple of hours, the villages and stalls had almost disappeared, and the road ran alongside the shoreline, separated by only a few metres of sand from the brightly coloured fishing boats that rose and fell on the currents. We were now deep in the heartland of the Sinhalese. Whereas many other regions of the island have gradually assimilated large communities of Christians, Muslims and Tamil-speaking Hindus, this region has remained predominantly Sinhalese in language and Buddhist in faith. The more cosmopolitan areas of Sri Lanka have the reputation of being parochial and somewhat backward – 'like the American Midwest', a Sri Lankan friend had helpfully explained. The driver's mate, a gangly teenage boy with slicked-back, curly hair, had been busy tearing up strips of betel leaf, which he folded around pieces of areca nut and slaked lime crystals, and fed into the mouth of the driver, who chewed it into paan, the red psycho-stimulant that dribbles from the lips of bus drivers all over South Asia. When the bus screeched to a halt beneath the enormous white dagoba of the Buddhist temple in Kalutara, the driver handed his mate a few coins and sent him off the bus to deliver the money to a small offering box by the side of the road. Crowds of Buddhist devotees dressed in white were making their way into the temple with offerings of purple lotus flowers, and as they surrounded the driver's mate he put his palms together and quickly raised his hands to his head in prayer, before scrambling back onto the bus. The gentleman who had shared his organic oranges with me also raised his hands to his head and then turned to me and whispered, 'Are you Catholic?' 




  I shook my head and he frowned. 'Whoever your god is you should say a small prayer. We need his protection on our dangerous roads.' 
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Galle is now Sri Lanka's fourth-largest town, and its modern buildings sprawl well beyond the walls of the fort in both directions up and down the coast. The modern part of Galle is in many ways typical of towns that are rapidly expanding all over the island. The streets are glutted with three-wheeled tuk-tuks and Japanese motorbikes, convolutions of electrical cables sag across the shopfronts, there is an enthusiasm for anything wrapped in fluorescent plastic and sun-bleached photographs of a young David Beckham advertise the local hair salons. Even the beggars sitting by the roadside seem to be playing with cheap Nokia mobiles and the small tea shacks are dwarfed by enormous billboards above the doorways, showing unconvincing photographs of gourmet banquets.  




  I walked away from the noise and traffic of the new town, following the road past Galle's international cricket stadium, along a short stretch of seafront and past the ramshackle fish market just outside high walls of the town's old European fort. The brightly coloured fishing boats had already landed after their early morning trips and were now moored to the palm trees that separated the fishing harbour from the narrow road. Barefooted fishermen, with sarongs pulled high above their knees, were carrying large, silver fish by their tails, up from the shore to the crowded  stalls – simple shacks made from planks of wood clumsily nailed together, with woven palm fronds forming awnings over the day's catch on display. Old-fashioned pairs of weighing scales hung from the awnings and the stallholders were splashing cool water over the rows of silver scales in an attempt to keep them fresh in the morning's mounting heat.  




  When you walk through the walls of the fort you leave Asia behind and enter the cobbled streets the Europeans built to remind them of home. The Dutch lined the Portuguese streets with low, shuttered bungalows topped with sloping terracotta-tiled roofs, supported by cylindrical columns that formed shady verandas to protect the delicate Europeans from the tropical climate. Their plastered walls are painted in shades of green and ochre, and twisted frangipani trees and pots of deep red cannas frame the doorways. Time in the fort has the rhythm of a Mediterranean afternoon just awaking from the siesta. Elderly men meander through the streets on rusting upright bicycles or slump in the shade of their verandas, chewing the cud with their neighbours. Their toothless wives twitch the net curtains and sweep the doorways with twiggy brooms, whilst their grandchildren kick footballs against the walls. When the island saw off the last of its colonisers in 1948 and started to destroy its colonial buildings to erase the evidence of foreign rule, UNESCO stepped in to protect the buildings in the fort for the steady trickle of tourists returning after the civil war. It had been several hours since I had breakfast in Colombo, and I was starting to feel the dry throat and dull headache of dehydration. I sat down on the veranda of a small cafe that looked up to a large Victorian lighthouse on the fort wall, and asked the waiter for a lime juice and soda water. He wrote down the order and then gently waggled his head from side to side as if he was subtly trying to check whether his brain had come loose from his skull. The gesture always flummoxes Europeans when they first arrive on the island and, although they are used to it by the time they leave, they never really work out exactly what it means. In this case it meant 'sure, no problem' and a glass of bitter effervescence arrived a few minutes later.  




  I was joined on the veranda by a middle-aged Sri Lankan couple, who sank down into the chairs next to me and started fanning themselves limply with the little cardboard menus. Judging by the gentleman's baseball cap and sunglasses, and the lady's octagonal pagoda-shaped hat that was covered with reflective silver foil, they were tourists. When they had removed their hats and mopped their streaming brows with the little flannels they produced from their pockets, the gentleman turned to me and pointed up to the lighthouse. 




  'Did you know they used to release carrier pigeons up there, to send the letters to Colombo that arrived on the ships from Europe and the Americas? The fastest pigeons could fly to Colombo in forty-five minutes. We drove here in our car this morning and it took us four hours to cover the same distance. Sometimes I think this country is moving backwards, not forwards.' He folded up his damp flannel and put it back in his pocket. 'Are you Australian?'  I explained I was from England but I was working as a teacher in Colombo, and the gentleman removed his sunglasses in excitement.  




  'I was in England from 1989 to1991,' he declared. 'It was for my diploma in education. I had to visit schools all over the north of England, but I don't think I really saw the best parts. They sent me to Doncaster, Hull and Hartlepool. All the English people I knew kept saying, "Sarath, why do you only go to these awful places? You should go to Cambridge or the Lake District." Apparently the north has some very beautiful, old schools run by monks, but I didn't get to see those ones.'  




  He turned to the lady and patted her on the shoulder. 'This is my sister Chandani. She has never been anywhere, have you? Out of Sri Lanka, I mean.' 




  Chandani had very thin, spindly legs that were carrying what seemed to be a disproportionately wide waist and big soft arms with no discernible elbows. She confirmed that she had not left Sri Lanka thus far, but that she and Sarath would be travelling to Delhi the following month to visit family.  




  'When you visit India, you realise what a paradise Sri Lanka is,' said Sarath with a wrinkled nose. 'I couldn't live there, all the beggars, the cows, the filth. But I hear that Delhi has a very luxurious airport these days.' 




  I said I had been through Delhi airport about seven years earlier and that my only memory of it was the monkeys that jumped about in the rafters. But maybe it had been refurbished in the meantime. 'Monkeys?' screeched Chandani. 'You must have been most disgusted!' 




  I told Chandani, with slight embarrassment, that having never seen wild monkeys before, I had actually found it most delightful. It felt like I was admitting to a fondness for rats. 




  She frowned at me. 'You do not have monkeys in England?' she asked with surprise. 




  'Um, no.' 




  'Not even in the jungle?' 




  Sarath jumped in with embarrassed exasperation. 'They don't have jungles in England,' he snapped at her, rolling his eyes to me. 'They have the New Forest, but it isn't really a jungle.' 




  I asked Sarath and Chandani why they were visiting Galle, and their faces clouded over. Their family originally came from Galle and, although Sarath and Chandani had settled in Colombo, they used to make frequent trips back down the coast to visit their extended family. Since the Tsunami had hit Sri Lanka, however, they had been reluctant to return and this was one of their first visits to the area in recent years.  




  The tsunami took place on Boxing Day morning in 2004, when the Indian tectonic plate pushed itself beneath the Eurasian plate off the coast of Sumatra, causing a massive underwater earthquake. The coastlines of Thailand, Malaysia, Myanmar, Sumatra, the Bay of Bengal and various small islands in the Indian Ocean, including Sri Lanka, were dashed by high-speed walls of seawater which swept away the buildings and communities in their path. 'If you go inside the cafe, the owner has an album of photographs that he took in the days after the tsunami,' Sarath said. 'You will probably find it very interesting. Chandani didn't want to look at it, she finds these things too upsetting, but I think we should face up to these things.'  




  The owner showed me the photographs he had taken, which showed the streets of Galle several feet deep in water, with overturned buses and fishing boats lying in the roads. I commented to Sarath that you couldn't see a trace of the devastation in Galle anymore and he laughed drily. 'That's because they had to get Galle and the west coast back on its feet, so it wouldn't upset the tourist industry. Go over to the east of the island and you'll hear that it was a different story,' he said. 
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When Sarath and Chandani had left, I leafed through the first chapter of Tennent's book to read through records that he had made about the history of Galle and his impressions of the town in 1845.  




  Tennent was forty-one years old when he  arrived  in  Ceylon,  having  been  recently  knighted  in  London,  and although he had already travelled extensively in Europe, this was his first encounter with tropical Asia. From the moment he looked out from the deck of his ship, over palm-fringed coastlines and hillsides shrouded in jungle, he was captivated by the natural beauty of the island and many of the pages of his book were devoted to mesmerising descriptions of Ceylon's natural landscape. He also developed a fascination with the dress and behaviour of the 'natives' he encountered and made detailed sketches of the local people in their national costume. Not surprisingly, Tennent displayed a number of the prejudices of his time but although he was repulsed by some of the local customs he encountered, he was generally respectful of the people and intrigued by their way of life. Although Tennent made no mention of the rest of his family in his book, and the only companion he mentioned was his beloved pet elephant, his letters suggest that his wife and daughter spent several years in Ceylon with him, whilst his son, William, was left behind in England. Tennent would probably have spent many weeks at a time away from his family whilst he toured the island and would have spent most of his time in the company of the other British men running the colony.  Galle had been one of the ancient trade emporiums of the Indian Ocean and Tennent's inspection of its bazaars convinced him that Galle was in fact the biblical port of Tarshish, the land ruled by kings, where King Solomon sent his ships to procure peacocks, ivory and apes. The historian and traveller Al-Masudi, the Herodotus of the Arabs, came to Galle in the tenth century and found that the town was the resting place for sea-faring traders, who dropped anchor in its harbour as they plied the eastern trade route between India and China. The Europeans first set their sights on Galle in 1505 when Don Lourenço de Almeida, a member of the ruling family in the Portuguese colony of Goa, was blown by a storm from the Maldives into the protection of the Galle harbour. The event was interpreted by the ship's resident Franciscan friar as a divine signal that the Portuguese should expand their empire to include Sri Lanka. The Portuguese made a series of looting expeditions to Sri Lanka in the following years. When they arrived in Galle and took control of the town in 1587, they celebrated in a style typical of Portuguese imperialism, by spending three days raiding its warehouses and setting the boats in the harbour ablaze.  




  Meanwhile, back in Europe, the naval supremacy of the Portuguese was being challenged by the British and the Dutch, and by the end of the start of the seventeenth century, the Portuguese became paranoid about an attack from Holland. As the Dutch began to make deals with the island's kings in other regions of the country, the Portuguese became increasingly panicked as fleets of Dutch ships were spotted, loitering in the sea around Galle. Eventually their fears were realised when the Dutch stormed Galle and took possession of the region in 1640, after a bloody, eighteen-day siege. The Dutch chose Galle as their seat of government, expanded the small Portuguese fortifications and began to dispatch ships laden with elephants, cinnamon, pepper, areca and coir to Europe. The transfer of Galle into the hands of the British in 1796 was a very calm and civilised event in comparison with the violent clashes of previous centuries, and on the day of the handover the keys to the gates of the fort were neatly placed on a silver tray and solemnly handed from the Dutch commandant to a British officer.  




  Galle was still an important trading hub when Tennent walked the lanes of the fort in 1845. He found a colourful and cosmopolitan community of Europeans strolling under the shade of Japanese parasols, and traders from Arabia, China, Malaysia and India mixing with the local Buddhist monks and village headmen. He was somewhat disconcerted by the dress, physique and long hair of the local Sinhalese men: 




 


With their delicate features and slender limbs, their frequent want of beards, their use of earrings and their practice of wearing a cloth round the waist called a comboy, which has all the appearance of a petticoat, the men have an air of effeminacy very striking to the eye of a stranger. 


 


  Although Galle is no longer a trading centre for jewels and spices, a new breed of merchants has arrived in the fort over the past ten years. Real estate is now the precious commodity in Galle, and the crumbling colonial villas are being sold to foreign investors to be converted into boutique hotels and luxury second homes. Many have already changed hands and it is easy to identify which. Tiles slip from the roofs of the villas still inhabited by the Sri Lankan families that have lived in the fort for generations. Their doors and shutters are open to the world, and passers-by can see into the simple dark interiors furnished with plastic chairs and sagging mattresses. Next door, the freshly painted and retouched villas, named by brass plates on the wall and guarded by young boys in uniform, have their shutters and doors firmly closed, whilst they wait for their foreign owners to return from their snorkelling trips.  
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Later that afternoon I got into a tuk-tuk and asked the driver to take me to a small village called Seenigama, which lies to the north of Galle. Seenigama was one of hundreds of villages around the island's coastline that was completely destroyed in the tsunami seven years earlier, and I was on my way to meet a survivor. Kushil Gunasekera, agent to the famous bowler of the Sri Lankan cricket team Muttiah Muralitharan, was the man who was responsible for rebuilding Seenigama and fifty more of the destroyed villages in the south-west region of the island. 




  The road to Seenigama runs along the palm-fringed coastal road. Many of today's fishing boats are still built according to the traditional and elegant Sinhalese design known as an oruwa – a narrow canoe with a single out-rigger attached to one side, which acts as a stabiliser. Groups of men were on the sand by their boats, mending their fishing nets and tinkering with the engines, or simply sitting under the palm trees watching the gentle afternoon waves. Although most of the buildings destroyed by the tsunami were hurriedly rebuilt afterwards, there were still some remnants of the dashed shells of houses, with no windows or roofs, looking out over the sea that destroyed them.  The tuk-tuk driver was a short, tubby man with a small pot belly that jiggled about on his lap whilst he was driving. He asked me with surprise why I wanted to go to Seenigama, which he claimed was home to a large number of alcoholics and heroin addicts. I had not felt comfortable asking questions about the tsunami in Galle; so many people had lost family, homes and businesses in the area that it seemed insensitive to probe. The tuk-tuk driver, however, seemed very cheerful at the mention of the tsunami, in spite of the fact his family's coastal house had been completely destroyed. He was one of the lucky few who had not lost any close family in the disaster and, in addition, he had received a brand new house – which he claimed to know for a fact was built using money donated by people from Liverpool. All in all, he said, he had come out of the whole thing rather well.  
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Kushil Gunasekera was a small, slender man in his fifties, with a round, boyish face, incongruously silver hair, twinkling eyes and a crushing handshake. I met him in his family's ancestral villa in the middle of the village, which was now an administration centre for the charity he had set up following the tsunami. He led me into a glacially air-conditioned office and seated himself in a leather swivel chair, under a plastic Buddha that was studded with multi-coloured flashing LEDs. His charity, The Foundation of Goodness, which sounded more like a Christian cult than a development foundation, had been set up by Kushil as a fairly small project five years before the tsunami. Although Kushil had been born in Seenigama, where his family had lived for generations, his father was a wealthy lawyer and had paid for his son to be educated in one of the private schools in the capital. 'Whenever I returned to the village, I noticed that my childhood friends, many of whom had been much smarter and more talented than me, had stagnated and were achieving nothing, purely because of the lack of opportunities in our rural communities,' he explained, as he leaned back in his chair. 'By 1999 I was doing well and had made a name for myself in the business world, so I started a small project in Seenigama to try to provide computer and language training for the young people in my ancestral village.'  




  The morning of the tsunami was one of the island's Poya days – the day of the full moon, which is a Buddhist public holiday every month – and many of the families from the village had gone down to the beach early. Kushil had travelled down from Colombo to spend the Poya running a scholarship programme for local children.  




  'It was about nine a.m. and I was sitting in a building in the middle of the village with thirty of the scholarship children, waiting for the last few people to arrive so we could begin the meeting,' explained Kushil, as he sat forward and began to rub his temples. 'At about 9.25 a.m. some of the villagers who had been down on the beach that morning came running back into the village screaming that we must start to run, because they had seen the sea beginning to  race inland. I had heard of tidal waves before but none of us had ever heard of a tsunami and nobody in the village had any idea what was happening. All we could do was gather the children and run along the back roads of the village to the temple, which was up on the higher ground. As we were running, the first small three-foot wave passed us. Twenty minutes later, as we looked down towards the sea from the temple, a thirty-foot wall of water rolled through the village, demolishing everything in its path.' Kushil sighed and sat back heavily in his seat. 




  'As I stood in the temple watching the waves roll towards us, I thought the world was coming to an end. The villagers just looked on in disbelief as they saw the little they had being destroyed in front of their eyes. We must have stayed there watching and waiting for about five hours until the mid afternoon, when some of us made our way along the back roads to look at the devastation. Even five hours after the waves had subsided, the roads 2 km from the shore were still 2-ft deep in water. There was debris everywhere and the dead bodies of the villagers who hadn't managed to escape were floating in the water.' 




  I asked Kushil what had happened in the days immediately after the tsunami, before any of the relief work could be coordinated. Kushil had managed to hitch-hike his way back to Colombo that night and collected two lorry loads of donated supplies, which he drove down the ravaged coastline back to Seenigama several days later. 




  'When we got back to the village, most of the people whose houses had been destroyed were gathered in the temples, which were acting as shelters for displaced families all over the island. In the meantime, the foreign donations had started rolling in and we turned this villa, my ancestral home, into the coordination centre to distribute the emergency supplies. For almost six months there was a constant queue outside the door of up to a hundred people, just waiting for basic supplies to allow them to survive.' 




  Very quickly, however, Kushil's charity had to stop simply dealing with the present and start planning for the long-term future, too. Most families no longer had a house to live in and many of the men in the area had lost their livelihoods. Seenigama had been a village of coral miners but the tsunami had destroyed kilometres of coral reef all along the coast. Over the next two years, The Foundation of Goodness built over 1,000 houses, and gave the men tuk-tuks, fishing boats, grocery stores and farming equipment – anything that they could use to make a living.  I had already had a chance to look around the village, which had a modern medical centre, an ICT suite, and a wide range of sports facilities, including a large swimming pool sponsored by Bryan Adams, and a cricket pitch, gym and netball court that had been possible due to donations by a charitable sports foundation. I presumed that none of this had been present before the tsunami and would probably not have come into existence had it not been for the massive foreign donations. I put this to Kushil and he laughed. 'Do you know, many of the villagers actually refer to the tsunami as "the Golden Wave" these days. You are quite right. In material terms, many of these people now have far more than they did before the tsunami. Of course, it was a tragedy; many families lost four or five people to the wave, but the opportunities that are now available to the younger generations are beyond anything they could have ever imagined.' 
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