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‘Razeen Sally is not playing hide and seek in what he has written. He writes the truth and nothing but the truth as he sees it in politics, history and the varying themes of family matters, all scenes painted with the same brush. The result is somewhat a kaleidoscope with varying shades that glitter from page to page. He did become a modern-day vagabond walking the less travelled paths of Sri Lanka looking for places that the world has almost forgotten. His colonial history coverage, especially during the English rule, is brilliant. He matches that equally with his treatment of the Kandyan kingdom. Our little island has produced excellent authors from both genders who have published books that could stand on any respected pedestal of international literature. I have no doubt that this book will raise its head and climb the steps to its rightful place among the significant literature written about Sri Lanka.’

Captain Elmo Jayawardena, The Island (Sri Lanka)

‘By artfully weaving together travel, memoir, history and delightful stories of contemporary life – all narrated with a light, ironic touch – this highly readable book captures the spirit of a nation. It proves once again that one person’s experience, honestly captured, is not only unique but is also the only certain data of history that we possess.’

Gurcharan Das, author of the trilogy India Unbound, The Difficulty of Being Good and Kama: The Riddle of Desire

‘Combining intimate personal history with sweeping political insights, Return to Sri Lanka is an essential introduction to this fascinating island nation – and one that confirms Razeen Sally not merely as an intellectual authority, but as a talented and engaging writer as well.’

James Crabtree, author of The Billionaire Raj

‘An absorbing story of a man who journeys to his birthland to rediscover his family and himself. Razeen Sally takes the reader into the heart of his family and country, both of them grappling with change and turmoil, to give us a tale of redemption and to eventually accept that some things cannot be changed.’

Ameena Hussein, author of Ibn Batuta in Sri Lanka: Chasing Tall Tales and Mystics and co-publisher of Perera-Hussein

‘To this day I have difficulty reconciling the beauty of the island with the immense violence that has frequently visited upon it. Needless to say, this curious mix of promise and perplexities has brought up the perennial question: How did Sri Lanka, which so won the admiration of Mr Lee Kuan Yew during his first visit there in 1956, fail to live up to its initial promise of being “a model Commonwealth country carefully prepared for independence”? I found many answers in Return to Sri Lanka. Prof. Sally is well placed to be this vehicle of insight. He brings an outsider-insider’s gaze to the nation with a style that is surprisingly lyrical for someone whose day job is teaching the dismal science. Other Asian societies with multi-ethnic, multi-religious populations should take note of the book.’

Ravi Velloor, The Straits Times (Singapore)

‘The best travel books are a combination of social and economic history, personal memoir and evocative geography. Sally’s book is an exemplar of the best in the genre with skilful interweaving of the personal and national, the personal being with its more than fair share of sentiment and tragedy, coupled with candid introspection.’

Krishnan Srinivasan, The Statesman (India)

‘People do not think enough about Sri Lanka, including in the social sciences! It is a richer and nicer country than what most people are expecting, and it is good for studying both conflict and ethnic tensions. This memoir – information rich rather than just blather – is one good place to get you started.’

Tyler Cowen, Marginal Revolution (USA)

‘This book is a personal rediscovery and an exhaustive look at the history and culture of the island. Sally includes a number of succinct profiles of eccentric Sri Lankan politicians. This is one of the strengths of the book, another is Sally’s descriptions of the country’s minorities and where they fit in: the Dutch Burghers, the Muslims, the Malays and the most important minority – the Tamils. Return to Sri Lanka is a mine of information about Sri Lanka, its people and politics from someone with considerable knowledge and expertise.’

Frank Beyer, Asian Review of Books (Hong Kong)

‘When I started reading Razeen Sally’s Return to Sri Lanka, I thought I would be reading a travelogue. It is certainly much more than that. It is an autobiography, a personal memoir, a socio-cultural history, a political critique and a nostalgic journey into past and present Sri Lanka. You can see the landscapes of the island, the flora and the fauna, you learn about its history, you meet people of various ethnicities and religions, and you start understanding the current political issues that Sri Lanka faces. After reading this book, one feels almost as if one has lived on this paradisiacal island oneself for decades. Perhaps reading this book will make the reader also take an inward journey, something similar to what the author was compelled to make and the discoveries that provided not only “great physical pleasure, but also inner satisfaction, a sense of intense presence in the moment, of prolonged calm, of affinity with the surrounding natural environment, that was not there before”.’

Sheema Kermani, Dawn (Pakistan)

‘Sally’s sensitive probing of the island’s blood-spattered classical history and turbulent colonial politics interlaced with vivid accounts of recent travels and encounters establishes that while Sri Lanka is now technically at peace, dark forces prowl under the surface.’

Sunanda K. Datta-Ray, The Telegraph (India)

‘These paradoxes of Sri Lanka have been captured well by Razeen Sally in his insightful book, Return to Sri Lanka. The work is a blend of autobiographical and historical accounts, apart from being a travelogue. Sally’s style of narration, in the early part of the book, is quite fascinating, as it intercuts two parallel accounts – one pertaining to historical events and another relating to the author’s family story, on lines similar to John Fowles’ 1969 book, The French Lieutenant’s Woman.’

T. Ramakrishnan, The Hindu (India)

‘The 378-page exceptionally readable narrative draped in an aquamarine book cover with a mythical map of Sri Lanka is also a political treatise among many other things. Those many other things being: it is a concise account of Sri Lanka’s complex, often misunderstood and highly contested history; it is also a touching emotionally drenched account of a childhood lost in the constantly drifting mists of time; then again, it is a powerful account of a spiritual transformation of a “conventional Western sceptic, agnostic and borderline atheist”; lastly, it is also a strolling and sauntering account of travel in the modern Lankan state, covering significant location in her width and breadth.’

Lal Medawattegedara, Daily News (Sri Lanka)

‘Though the book is essentially a travelogue, for Sally it is also a very personal tale containing memories of his early childhood spent in Sri Lanka, of family traditions and squabbles, the complex relationship he shared with his father but into which he has woven in the country’s history for more than 2500 years in a manner that a reader not only learns about the author’s life but also how one’s relationship with one’s land of birth can be as complicated as any human relationship, and more so if one is of mixed parentage. It has taken Razeen ten years of travel across the island to discover both the land and its people while also discovering himself. And for the first time since he was a teenager, Sri Lanka feels more like “home” than anywhere else.’

Chandani Kirinde, Daily FT (Sri Lanka)

‘The title of the book’s second half, “Sri Lanka through Adult Eyes: A Travelogue”, is a conscious decision by the author to rediscover his roots, explore afresh, and attempt to unravel the many complexities and paradoxes of an island so rich with stories to be told – and perhaps retold. Armed with a battered copy of the Handbook for the Ceylon Traveller, Sally embarks on a series of trips across the island. A comprehensive exploration of the island ensues, which is equally an introspection of identity. Sally manages to truly captivate while delivering a detailed and acutely perceptive account of each trip, every stop offering up rich historical context. From overthrows of kingdoms to political insurrections, Sally additionally enlivens the book’s pages with the help of a fascinating milieu of characters, threading together politics, history, geography, culture, architecture and memoir with hardly a stitch out of place.’

Shaahima Raashid, The Sunday Times (Sri Lanka)
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To Mummy


The bravest battle that ever was fought!

Shall I tell you where and when?

On the maps of the world you will find it not;

’Twas fought by the mothers of men.

Nay not with the cannon of battle-shot,

With a sword or noble pen;

Nay, not with eloquent words or thought

From the mouths of wonderful men!

But deep in a walled-up woman’s heart –

Of a woman that would not yield,

But bravely, silently bore her part –

Lo, there is the battlefield!

– Joaquin Miller, ‘Motherhood’



In the 1960s, you came to a seemingly peaceful Ceylon, married a Muslim, changed your religion and started a family. In the turbulent Sri Lanka of the 1970s, when our world shattered, you managed, single-handed, to keep home and hearth together. Almost sixty years since you stepped ashore at Colombo harbour, our relatives still marvel at how you blended in, despite internecine extended-family wars; not one has a bad word to say about you, only words of praise and affection. You dealt with problems not of your making with the old-fashioned British virtue of stoicism, overcoming daily crises and getting things done, always understated, never complaining, never taking credit. Against the odds, you gave three boys a stable childhood and equipped them for adulthood.

I owe you everything. Without you this book, and much else besides, would not have been possible. This is my first ‘non-academic’ book. It is for you.






Introduction

I was born ‘half-half’ in a Colombo suburb, the first issue of an Anglo-Welsh mother and a Ceylonese-Muslim father. So I was sown in Ceylon, and I grew in Sri Lanka (as the country was renamed in 1972). But not for long: I left for England just before my teens. I hardly went back in my twenties and thirties. But in my forties, I returned.

I have spent most of my life, indeed all my adult life, in universities. First came seven years as a student at the London School of Economics, and then eighteen years teaching in the Department of International Relations there. In 2012 I moved to the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy at the National University of Singapore, where I still teach. I have written some books, many journal articles, policy papers and whatnot. My readers think of me as a wonk specializing in international trade policy, opining on free trade and protectionism, the World Trade Organization and free trade agreements, and other matters of ‘globalization’. An even smaller readership remembers my writing on the history of economic ideas – or, as I prefer to label it, the sometimes wrong, sometimes right ideas of dead white men. For the past decade, Sri Lankans, at least in English-speaking circles, have known me as a commentator on economic affairs. From 2015, when the government changed, to 2018, some also knew me as a policy adviser to the prime minister and minister of finance.

So, when friends and acquaintances heard I was writing a book on Sri Lanka, they said: ‘Ah, a book on the Sri Lankan economy,’ or ‘Your take on Sri Lanka after the war.’ ‘No,’ I replied. ‘It’s a memoir, a travel book.’ Eyes squinted, brows furrowed, foreheads contracted into widening wrinkles. Puzzlement all round.



I saw little of Sri Lanka between the ages of twelve and forty-two. We left as a family in January 1978; I returned solo in December 2006. In between I cast my childhood world out of my mind. Sri Lanka dimmed in my memory as other geographies – schooling in North Wales, London as a student and professor, continental Europe and the USA – took hold. In these three decades I saw Sri Lanka through my father’s looking glass; he continued to live there while my mother, my two younger brothers and I settled in the UK. But this was through a glass darkly. I did not grasp it fully then, and Daddy certainly did not think of it that way, but he was my mental and physical block on Sri Lanka. On my four visits home in the 1980s and 1990s, I always felt myself in his shadow, restricted and uncomfortable. He never forbade me anything, but I never felt a free agent in what was once ‘home’. Sri Lanka, at the time, felt limited and distant – ‘foreign’. So I looked the other way.

Daddy died suddenly in 2002. Gradually, imperceptibly, my mental block lifted: Sri Lanka revived in my imagination, as did memories of childhood. It took a few years, but I started going back, no longer in Daddy’s shadow but as a free agent.

First I returned on holiday with Western and Indian friends, all seeing Sri Lanka for the first time. I recall my first morning in Colombo, after a gap of almost a decade, looking out of my room window at Galle Face Hotel. It was just before Christmas 2006. The hotel – Colombo’s oldest colonial hostelry, receiving guests since 1864 – was quiet, almost sepulchral. The ceasefire had unravelled, civil war had resumed and tourists were steering clear of Sri Lanka. It was rainy and gusty outside, my ocean view crowded in with low, dark clouds, turbulent waves and navy gunboats patrolling the horizon. To one side, perched in a watchtower high above the hotel’s side wall, soldiers manned a gunpost – to protect Colombo from the Tamil Tigers.

I had mixed emotions that morning, and it took a while to make sense of them. I still felt a stranger in what used to be home; I hadn’t even informed Colombo relations of my visit. But I sensed dawning exhilaration too. There was a presentiment, a glimpse, of something surprising and wondrous around the corner.

As the days unfolded I noticed things – people, buildings, landscapes, flora – I had hardly noticed before. I kept comparing familiar people and landmarks to what they had looked like in my childhood. I had almost forgotten my Sinhala, the second language of my childhood, but now words and phrases popped back into my brain and, occasionally, on to my tongue, slowly, in uglified pidgin.

I became curious about Sri Lanka’s history for the first time. What were the years, decades, centuries and millennia leading up to my childhood like? How did they shape my parents’ Ceylon, my childhood Sri Lanka, and Sri Lanka in the years of my absence?

Ethnic and religious tensions had swirled and gurgled and bubbled up in my childhood years, and indeed a good decade before I was born, rather like an East Asian volcano slowly working itself to a climax. Sri Lanka’s Krakatoa erupted with race riots in July 1983, and the molten lava of civil war flowed for a quarter century. By the time I returned to Colombo, in the war’s final years, Sinhala Buddhists and Hindu Tamils had retreated into rival solitudes. Was it so different in previous ages? My elderly relatives and family friends from my parents’ generation thought so. They gazed back wistfully to peaceful times – of harmony and easy mixing among the races and creeds. Were they seeing the past through old rose-tinted spectacles?

Then the biggest question: How can such a blessed island, bursting with nature’s bounty, with such easygoing, pleasure-loving people, be cursed with such violence? What had this violence done to the flesh and blood and consciousness of relatives and friends from my childhood, and the people I would encounter were I to rediscover Sri Lanka?

These questions churned in my mind on those first two visits back, between Christmas and New Year in 2006–07, and again exactly a year later. It surprised me that I had not – or hardly – had such thoughts before. Why now?

On these trips I spent just a couple of days in Colombo. What I really wanted was to travel ‘outstation’ – out of Colombo – to revisit childhood haunts. I had in mind the coastal beaches, interior lowlands and uplands, towns and villages and open spaces of short weekends and school holidays from long ago. So we drove down the south coast to Galle on these vacations, just as I did on weekend family trips in the 1970s. We went to Kandy, the hill capital; Nuwara Eliya, the main hill station, Sri Lanka’s answer to Shimla; and the Uva hills, close to Daddy’s ancestral town of Badulla. But these were short excursions, truncated into a rushed tourist schedule. Time was too short for other childhood way stations – the glittering beaches of Trincomalee on the north-east coast, which I had last seen in the mid-1970s, before war put them out of bounds; and the ruins of ancient capitals in north-central Sri Lanka I had first seen as a tot with Mummy and my grandmother visiting from Wales.

Two brief forays back to Sri Lanka convinced me to get properly reacquainted. So I resolved to go back ‘properly’ next time, not as a fleeting, distracted tourist. In 2009, I returned, this time with Mummy. We saw relations and old friends and relived old times, happy and sad. Travelling around Sri Lanka in the last months of the war, we saw people and places we had not seen in decades.

By the time I could return, in 2011, the war had ended. On the surface, much had changed. With six months to spend in the country, I rented a flat in Colombo and criss-crossed the island, south to north and east to west. I moved to Singapore at the start of 2012, but for the next four years went back to Sri Lanka at least three or four times a year.

Then, in January 2015, the government changed. The new prime minister asked me to advise the government on economic policy, and chair the board of Sri Lanka’s main economic think tank. A cabinet reshuffle in mid-2017 triggered a closer engagement: I accepted a position as adviser to the new finance minister. My life as a part-time policy adviser lasted until late 2018. This took me back to Colombo once every month or two – a four-hour flight from and to Singapore, which was to become very familiar.

I tried to wrangle as many weekends as I could to travel around Sri Lanka. Early on, I found myself shedding many opinions disparaging Sri Lanka and Sri Lankans that I had held during my years in the West. I still found fault in much I saw. But a new tolerance, a new sympathy, sneaked inside me, and with it the young blossom of empathy. There was much I did not know and did not understand – things the sheltered world of a child and the shuttered mind of a distant adult had kept out of view.

I wanted to probe, learn, understand. But Sri Lanka pulled me back emotionally too, not just intellectually. That emotional tug was my Sri Lankan childhood: I yearned for reconnection, especially to my world of the 1970s, and to use it as a lens, a point of comparison, to discover Sri Lanka today, the Sri Lanka I so belatedly started to experience as an adult. And ultimately, I suppose, to discover myself.



Why a book on Sri Lanka? Why not a book on Sri Lanka? There are shelf-loads of recent books about bigger and better-known countries, not least on Sri Lanka’s giant northern neighbour. But little Sri Lanka hardly pops up on the world’s radar screen. When it does, it presents a fractional, distorted view – bombs going off one day, ethnic riots another day, alleged war crimes. On more peaceful days, it yields tourist images of ‘Paradise’. One has to go back several decades for synthetic accounts of the country, mostly penned by the odd visiting journalist and British colonial for foreign readers. With few exceptions, these were superficial or impossibly exotic. The British colonial typically specialized in purple prose set among palm-fringed beaches, spice gardens and tea estate bungalows, not forgetting sleek, beaming, white-toothed, dark-skinned natives. Sir Ivor Jennings, writing in the 1950s (more on him later), remarked that ‘most of the better books on Ceylon have been written by Englishmen, and most of them are not very good’.

Specialists have written about this or that slice of the country – its history, political systems, economy, rural development, social structure, religion, ethnic conflict, civil war, and so on. But mine is a personal journey. It is a half-outsider’s voyage of rediscovery. That is my way of making sense of Sri Lanka as a whole: its history before and after independence, its current affairs, its land and people. That I never wanted to do, and could not do, as an academic. I take to heart the travel writer’s Hippocratic Oath, immortalized by Robert Byron in his ‘Traveller’s Confession’:


Then travel must rank with the more serious forms of endeavour. Admittedly there are other ways of making the world’s acquaintance. But the traveller is a slave to his senses; his grasp of a fact can only be complete when reinforced by sensory evidence; he can know the world, in fact, only when he sees, hears, and smells it.



A last word of self-justification. Never before have I done this kind of writing – much more free-ranging and eclectic than anything else I have written. It is my attempt to burst out of the academic or policy-wonk straitjacket – and take the open road. Here goes.






Part One A Sri Lankan Childhood







1 My Parents’ Ceylon



Paradise island with its fern trees and palm-lined shores and… gentle doe-eyed Sinhalese.

– Hermann Hesse



They met on a ship.

Pat Kneen was barely eighteen, bored with life in drab post-war Britain. She was an only child, raised in Rhyl, North Wales, by her widowed mother. Her father was killed in the Second World War when she was three. She was a grammar school girl who loved to read and did well in her O-levels: she should have gone on to A-levels and university. But it was the early 1950s, and Granny said she should leave school and find work. So she did, working as a telephone exchange operator. But she couldn’t wait to get away and see the world. She had an elderly relative in Sydney, Australia, who was willing to sponsor her.

In those days, the Australian government paid ‘Poms’, as Aussies call the British, and other Europeans to populate the land ‘down under’. ‘Populate or Perish’ was their slogan – but ‘whites only’. ‘Darkies’ were not welcome then. Mummy became a ‘five-pound Pom’: her passage cost her five pounds, not the standard ten, for she was under nineteen. The rest was paid for by the Australian government. It was a cheap way to see the world, and jobs were available aplenty on the new continent.

This migration to Australia as a young, single woman was an early sign of her courage and independence of mind. Once every ten or fifteen years, back at the family home in North Wales, I pore over family photo albums – mostly Mummy’s ‘snaps’ of distant and more recent yesteryears. Her neatly labelled black-and-white snaps from the 1950s show her in full English bloom: tallish, slim and vigorous, with short, curly hair and a broad smile, demurely attired in sweaters, long skirts and short socks.

The photos she took on her first trip abroad, on board the Orion in May 1955, irradiate her interest in a new world with new sensations and new adventures to come. The journey took six weeks, with halts at Gibraltar, Naples and Port Said, going down the Suez Canal, and on to Aden, Colombo, Fremantle, Adelaide, Melbourne and finally Sydney. On board, she mingled eagerly with a European cocktail of Italians, Maltese, Greeks and Balts, all, like her, emigrating to Australia.

On the Orion she met a group of Ceylonese air force cadets, only slightly older than her, returning home after training in Britain. Among them was one named Farouk Sally. Mummy’s snaps, taken during the passage, show a bony, wiry, sharp-featured, confident young man, slightly shorter than her, always with a cigarette between his fingertips. His smile and gaze are open, fresh, guileless; he brims with hope and good cheer and sociability, just as she does. Somehow he exudes decency and wholesomeness – the qualities that drew Mummy to him. He was just nineteen. I tear up with sadness whenever I look at these photos of Daddy, who did not fulfil youthful promise. I will write about that one day, but not here.

Daddy was born and grew up in Badulla, a hill station nestled in a valley bowl surrounded by the tea-clad Uva hills. It lies in Sri Lanka’s central highlands, south-east of Kandy, the hill capital, and beyond Nuwara Eliya, Sri Lanka’s main hill station. Daddy was number four of three boys and three girls; his mother was one of thirteen. When Daddy was alive, at the last count, he had nearly seventy first cousins. Like Mummy, he yearned to break out of a sheltered backwater and discover the world. Her ticket was a subsidized sea passage to Australia; his was the Royal Ceylon Air Force (RCAF). He joined up at sixteen, without asking his parents’ permission. In that year, 1952, the RCAF sent him for training in radio and radar to RAF Locking, near Weston-super-Mare in England’s West Country.

Daddy’s fondest memories were of his three years at RAF Locking. Its discipline and training ‘set me up for life’, he said. There he bonded with his Ceylonese batchmates. They were part of the national mosaic: many Sinhalese, a few Tamils, and many mixed-race Burghers with their traces of European blood and names like Paget Jackson, Shelley Bousted, Ralph Nadorf and Mike Harvey. Most emigrated to the UK, Australia and Canada by the mid-1960s; many remained friends for life. Getting together, however small or large the group, was an excuse for long smoking, drinking, joshing and reminiscing sessions.

At home in 1970s Colombo, I recall lying on my parents’ bed on long post-prandial weekend afternoons. Daddy occupied the middle capaciously, with his sons and a couple of nephews – sometimes more – squeezed in on his flanks. We took turns to massage his legs, feet and toes. That put him in the mood for storytelling, often a medley of ripping yarns from his Badulla boyhood and RAF Locking. How he and his batchmates painted the camp commander’s herd of pigs blue one night. How he shinnied up the camp flagpole and made away with the British flag the night before Princess Margaret’s visit. How they appropriated a supercilious batchmate’s clothes and forced him to march naked up and down the barracks, with a tin of baked beans tied to his penis with a piece of string.

Something clicked on the Orion – a ‘shipboard romance’. Daddy got off the boat in Colombo, to spend the next six years in the RCAF; Mummy sailed on as she had planned. For three happy, peripatetic years, she travelled around Australia and New Zealand. She got temporary jobs in Sydney (in an insurance office), Goulburn (as an untrained psychiatric nurse in an asylum – a mistake), Melbourne (at a telephone exchange) and Wellington (again at a telephone exchange). Her happiest year was on a farm in southern Queensland, an expanse of 23,000 acres of scrub with 4000 sheep. There, she was governess to the resident farming family, taking two boys, aged barely five, through their primary school correspondence courses before they left for boarding school in faraway Brisbane.

Mummy always intended to return to the UK after her Antipodean sojourn, but her romance with Daddy blossomed over correspondence. He proposed by letter; she accepted by return post. At that time Daddy, like most of his air force mates, intended to emigrate to the UK. And so, in May 1958, Mummy took the ship back to the UK. The boat stopped in Colombo, but she could not go on land because a Sinhala–Tamil race riot was raging. Daddy came on board instead, just for a few hours. He had to return to active duty: the governor general had declared an emergency and ordered the armed forces out of their barracks and on to the streets to restore order.

Back in England, Mummy got her old job back; she did relief work at telephone exchanges all over North Wales, often riding her bicycle long distances from home in Rhyl. Daddy returned to the UK for another bout of air force training in 1959–60, this time conveniently close to the North Wales coast at RAF Broughton, near the north-western English city of Chester. Soon after, they decided it was time to tie the knot – in Ceylon, for the RCAF would not release Daddy from his contract to emigrate to the UK.

Their wedding day was 11 June 1961. It was the day Mummy stepped onshore in Ceylon for the first time; the day that ended a six-year, long-distance letter-writing courtship. It was also the day she converted from the Church of England to Islam, and the day she acquired two Muslim names, Jamaliathuma and Jameela, though ‘Pat’ was what she remained. Not religious to begin with, marrying into a conventional South Asian family to whom a marriage outside the faith would have been unthinkable, hers was a pragmatic conversion.

When Daddy came to meet Mummy on the boat in Colombo harbour, he surprised her with the news that they were going to get married that very day. It was a modest ceremony at the Sea View Club in central Colombo. A priest officiated; the guests were Daddy’s parents and siblings, and a handful of his friends. Mummy met Daddy’s family for the first time. They sat around a small table. The priest recited something in Arabic, which he asked Mummy to repeat – she didn’t understand a word, of course. He asked her to choose a Muslim name. She chose ‘Jameela’, the name of a Muslim friend in Sydney; Daddy chose ‘Jamaliathuma’ for her – his mother’s name. It was all over in under ten minutes.

That evening, the newlyweds had dinner with Daddy’s friends at Mount Lavinia Hotel. Then they went upcountry on honeymoon. After a fortnight in Ceylon, Mummy sailed alone to Australia for a two-month holiday before returning to a new married life in Ceylon. She thought it would be a brief interlude – a matter of months – before emigrating to the UK. But Ceylon became her home for the next sixteen years.



At the time, Mummy had only the faintest notion that marrying into a Ceylonese Muslim family meant she was also marrying into a distinctive religious and cultural community. Everything was so new to her. But she was open, adaptable and eager to blend in.

There are about two million Muslims on the island – just under 10 per cent of the population. Well over 90 per cent are Sunni ‘Moors’; they trace their descent to Arab and Persian traders from the Gulf and Yemen, who rode the monsoon winds to dominate Indian Ocean trade.

In the southern coastal town of Beruwela there is the small Kechimalai mosque, believed to be one of the oldest on the island. Beruwela was the first major Arab Muslim settlement in Sri Lanka, going back to the ninth century CE. Its location is perfect, roughly halfway on the ancient trade route between the Middle East and the Southeast Asian archipelagos. The mosque stands bleach-white on a promontory. From afar, approaching Beruwela on the coast road from Colombo, it gleams with purity, and seems to float ethereally, suspended between land and sea. Round the back, once through its simple fanlighted doors and unadorned interior, is a dargah, the shrine, it is said, of a Yemeni trader who died in 1024 CE. Sri Lanka’s oldest recorded stele with a Koranic inscription, a tombstone found on a little island off the north-east coast, dates back much earlier, to the eighth century CE.

Muslims knitted the island together through trade, both before and after Portuguese conquistadors muscled in in the early 1500s. Sri Lanka’s Arab trading heritage, however, predates Islam itself. The Chinese pilgrim-monk Faxian, who sojourned in the Sinhala Buddhist kingdom of Anuradhapura in the fifth century CE, noted that the king conceded a section of his capital to Arab traders. They exported local produce from big warehouses in Mantota and Mannar on the north-east coast, and were favoured at court. The Alexandrite Claudius Ptolemy created his second-century CE map of the island from information he gleaned from Arab traders.

The Greek merchant Cosmas Indicopleustes described the island as the hub of Indian Ocean trade in the sixth century CE. By the eighth century, the Arab Muslims who now dominated this trade probably converted locals of pre-Muslim Arab descent to the new faith. Sri Lanka became famous in the Arab world for its cinnamon and rubies. Hindu rulers in Kerala and Buddhist rulers in Sri Lanka, eager for revenue, continued to welcome Arab traders. These men took local wives; Muslim settlements fanned out on the Malabar and Coromandel coasts, and in coastal south-west Sri Lanka. Muslims became commercially dominant in ports such as Calicut and Colombo. In Sri Lanka, by the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, they had established island-wide networks of agents and sub-agents to procure and sell goods for trade. Strong commercial, cultural and migrational ties developed between Muslims in Sri Lanka and South India. Tamil became their common mother tongue.

Their fortunes reversed with the Portuguese encounter. When Lourenço de Almeida’s expedition sailed from Goa into Colombo harbour in 1505, the Portuguese found a small Muslim trading town with two mosques, surrounded by white parapet walls. Almeida concluded a treaty with the local Sinhala Buddhist king, which gave the Portuguese trading rights, but local Muslim traders resisted. Only after the Portuguese built a fort in Colombo, in 1519, did the tide really turn. Under Portuguese pressure, the king expelled Muslim traders from his territory in 1526.

By the end of the century, the Portuguese had expelled Muslims from coastal territory they controlled. Oppression, though less brutal, continued under Dutch occupation in the following two centuries. Still, Muslims found refuge, and prospered, in the interior Sinhala Buddhist Kandyan kingdom, which rebuffed European colonists before finally succumbing to the British in 1815.

Muslims did well during the century and a half of British rule. They were free to practise their faith. As small shopkeepers and big businessmen, they took full advantage of expanding commercial opportunities. However, unlike Tamils, Christians and elite Sinhalese, they did not take advantage of English-language education, preferring to stick to trade rather than go into government service or the professions. ‘Ceylon Moors’ – Sunnis claiming Arab Muslim descent – remained the majority. But now there were also ‘Coast Moors’, Tamil Muslim traders from coastal South India who came over during British rule. Sri Lanka also became home to a small community of Malays, the descendants of Javanese soldiers and exiled nobles brought over by the Dutch, and even smaller communities of Indian Muslim trading castes of Bohras and Khojas, offshoots of Shia Islam, and Memons, a Sunni offshoot. Sufism, the mystical devotional branch of Islam, also flourished.

In June 1961, Mummy encountered not just a new Muslim family, consisting of Daddy’s parents, siblings, young nephews and nieces, and a vast extended family of uncles, aunts and first, second and third cousins. She also began her encounter with Muslim communities dotted all over the island, along the coast and in the interior, in towns large and small. The mosque, the shops; the men in prayer caps, long, flapping white shirts and sarongs, sporting goatees or wispy beards; the women wrapped in saris, which cover their heads as well as their bodies – these are tell-tale signs of a Muslim trading neighbourhood. Mummy saw these scenes first in Colombo, then in Daddy’s home town of Badulla, and afterwards, over the next decade and a half, on countless trips around the country.

Trading, as Mummy soon discovered, is in the family blood. Now, when I take her back for her annual December–January visit, we meet innumerable male in-laws, cousins, nephews and distant relatives who trade in one form or another. A plurality are in ‘gems’: Muslims still dominate the gems and jewellery trade.

Some of my forefathers probably came as traders from the Gulf and Yemen, Lord knows how many centuries ago. My grandmother harboured the conceit that we descend from Moroccan princes. But, cleaving to an Arab race myth, Sri Lankan Muslims conveniently forget they have South Indian blood coursing through their veins – the product of Arab settlement and miscegenation on the Malabar and Coromandel coasts, and subsequent intercourse with Muslim trading communities in Sri Lanka.

Tamil became the lingua franca of South Indian and Sri Lankan Muslims, not only because it prevailed in South India, but also because it was, for more than a millennium, the region’s main language of commerce. Then, from the late nineteenth century, English insinuated itself into the lives and homes of a select minority of educated and prosperous Muslims. Daddy’s mother and her siblings went to English-medium schools run by European nuns and priests, and sent their children to such schools, too. Daddy and his siblings were probably the first generation to speak English as their preferred language. But the sounds of Tamil still rang constantly at home.

Nevertheless, Sri Lankan Muslims, insisting they are ‘Moors’ or ‘Malays’, never call themselves ‘Tamils’, unlike Muslims in Tamil Nadu, who have no problem calling themselves ‘Tamilian Muslims’. Nowadays, when I visit Aunty Iyna, Daddy’s youngest sister, in her Colombo home, I tell her that we – our family, and the Muslims of Sri Lanka – are more Tamil than anything else, knowing exactly the reaction I will provoke. ‘No,’ she expostulates. ‘We are Moors, descended from Arabs. We are not Tamils.’ She will turn, the next moment, to chatter away in Tamil to a relative or servant.

The tiny Malay Muslim minority numbers no more than 40,000, or 0.2 per cent of the Sri Lankan population. Family lore has it that my grandfather’s ancestors were aristocrats at the court of the sultan of Mataram in Java. They were Javanese, but also of Arab descent. My grandfather’s great-grandfather married another aristocrat, but against the wishes of the court. He had to flee Java and fetched up in Ceylon, when both Ceylon and the East Indies were Dutch colonies.

My grandfather – ‘Appa’ to his grandchildren – was exceptionally fair, with blue eyes. He was born rich; his father was a wealthy trader in pepper and other spices. Appa, a whimsical man, never did a serious day’s work in his life, and frittered his inheritance away. When the urge took hold, he absented himself from wife and children in Badulla and wandered off for months at a time. The rest of the family is called ‘Salih’, which is a Middle Eastern name. ‘Sally’, a variant of ‘Salleh’ or ‘Salie’, has a Malay provenance, though still pronounced SAR-LI. Appa registered Daddy as ‘Sally’ because he thought it more fashionable to be Malay than Moor in the 1930s. Daddy remained ‘Sally’ while his siblings were ‘Salih’; only in his fifties did he change it to ‘Salih’. My younger brothers started calling themselves ‘Salih’ at school. Today, I remain the only ‘Sally’ in the family.

Daddy’s maternal grandfather was a wealthy tea transporter who sired thirteen children. From his Badulla headquarters, his lorries serviced surrounding tea estates in Uva, and he enjoyed privileged relations with the British planters who ran them. Daddy’s mother – ‘Mummy-umma’, sometimes abbreviated to ‘Mummyma’, to her grandchildren – was spoilt like a princess, waited on by an army of servants and dressed in imported European finery. Her father, too, left a fortune when he died. And his sons, part of Ceylon’s interwar playboy generation, also spent it all extravagantly and speedily. One of them inherited one of the largest tea estates in Ceylon, complete with two factories; he gambled the lot away over a game of billiards in the late 1920s.

Mummyma did whatever her brothers asked. That included dutifully signing her share of her father’s inheritance to them, asking no questions. She bore six children to a husband who was busy squandering his own inheritance. Daddy, my uncles and aunts, recalled growing up poor in Badulla, knowing that Mummyma often sacrificed a daily meal in order to keep them from hunger. As ‘poor relations’, they depended on handouts from richer relatives, and were humiliated accordingly.

All the Salihs made their way to Colombo by the late 1950s and early 1960s. My aunts escaped relative poverty in Badulla through arranged marriages to richer men in Colombo. Daddy escaped to the air force at sixteen. My uncle Razeen, the Benjamin of the family, after whom I am named, was a late starter. He took extra time to pass his A-levels. But soon after, he met a Thai Sinhala heiress to a jewellery business while doing an internship in Hong Kong. They married, and he converted her from Buddhism to Islam; Sita Sena became Saida Salih.

She and he ran the business in Bangkok; and by the late 1960s Uncle Razeen, barely thirty, was one of Ceylon’s richest expatriates. That enabled him to buy lots of property in Colombo and elsewhere. His jewel in the crown was the Mount Lavinia Hotel, just outside Colombo – one of Asia’s legendary colonial hotels, and the venue of Mummy and Daddy’s wedding celebrations on her very first evening in Ceylon. Little did they know then that Daddy would return eight years later to run it when Uncle Razeen bought it.



What was going through Mummy’s mind on that ship to Ceylon in June 1961? She was thinking of Daddy, of course, of their wedding, of meeting her new in-laws and Daddy’s circle of friends. But what did she expect of Ceylon? She hardly knew anything about it. What she knew came from Daddy’s mouth and his letters during their courtship. But that would have been all about his air force life, family and friends – not about Ceylon’s history, its ethnicities and religions, its landscapes and flora and fauna. That was not Daddy’s thing.

All she had was a vague notion of arriving somewhere tropical and exotic, this time not for a one-day boat stopover between England and Australia, but to live in. It was almost a decade before the jet age, when mass travel and tourism made Ceylon, and almost everywhere else, less unfamiliar to the outside world. Ceylon had relatively few tourists in the early 1960s, and even fewer expats. That must have heightened her anticipation of a totally new world as Colombo harbour drew nearer.

Foreign visitors rhapsodized about Ceylon (or Sri Lanka) long before Mummy arrived – its seashores and landscapes, its governing religion, Buddhism, and its majority ethnicity, the Sinhalese. Hermann Hesse, coming in search of Oriental spirituality in 1911, did so. Two decades later, George Bernard Shaw thought Ceylon ‘India without the hassle.’ In India he saw parched-brown landscapes, dust, dirt, and teeming, importuning, generally ill-mannered millions. In Ceylon he delighted upon deep-green vistas, ample spaces and warm, gracious Sinhalese.

Ibn Batuta, arriving in the first half of the fourteenth century, described the whole coast covered with cinnamon trees ‘heaped up like hills on the shore.’ Inland he came across a lake of rubies and other gems galore – topazes, sapphires, amethysts and garnets. Arab traders called the island Sarandib or Serendib, possibly a corruption of Sinhadipa (‘land of the Sinhalese’). Horace Walpole found the word in a Persian fairy tale, The Three Princes of Serendip; from this he coined ‘serendipity’. Writing in 1754, Walpole described the heroes of this tale ‘always making discoveries, by accident and sagacity, of things they were not in quest of’. The Oxford English Dictionary defines serendipity as ‘the occurrence and development of events by chance in a happy or beneficial way.’ Such is the tourist encounter with Sri Lanka, and why so many suddhas (‘white foreigners’ in Sinhala) have fallen hopelessly in love with it.

Many Europeans, both resident colonials and visitors, were drawn to the sensuality of the tropics. What was ‘forbidden fruit’ in the prudish West became fair game here. Alec Waugh, older brother of Evelyn, wrote openly in Hot Countries, his 1920s travel book, of going in search of prostitutes in Colombo. Pablo Neruda was the Chilean consul to Ceylon in the late 1920s and early 1930s. In his memoirs he spoke of ‘girls of various colourings (visiting) my campaign cot, leaving no trace but the lightning spasm of the flesh… They went to bed sportingly, asking nothing in return.’ He even described his rape of a dazzling Tamil girl of untouchable caste who emptied his toilet every morning. Apart from ‘lightning spasms of the flesh’, Neruda had a lonely time in Ceylon, but there he wrote Residencia en la Tierra – some of his most luminous poetry.

Ceylonese sensuality beckoned literary and artistic homosexuals too. Lithe, sleek, gregarious and poor Sinhalese boys and young men were irresistible magnets. Ceylon never quite acquired Bali’s reputation as the expat gay aesthete’s choicest tropical honeypot, but the reality came close. The self-styled Count de Mauny, owner of Taprobane island (which we will come across later), Sir Arthur C. Clarke, the sci-fi writer, Donald Friend, the Australian artist, Lord Robin Maugham, Somerset’s nephew, Major Roland Raven-Hart, war veteran, globetrotting canoeist, hiker and writer, were among a colourful galaxy of gay foreigners who succumbed. They also loved Ceylon for other reasons, and sometimes painted and wrote about it beautifully. Perhaps Arthur C. Clarke, Sri Lanka’s most celebrated expat for forty years until he breathed his last in 2008, expressed it best:


The island of Ceylon is a small universe; it contains as many variations of culture, scenery and climate as some countries a dozen times its size. What you get from it depends on what you bring; if you never stray from your hotel bar or the dusty streets of Westernized Colombo, you could perish of fulminating boredom in a week, and it would serve you right. But if you are interested in people, history, nature and art – all the things that really matter – you may find, as I have, that a lifetime is not enough…. There are islands in the Pacific perhaps more lovely and more temperate than Ceylon, but they have no culture, no sense of the past – nothing to engage the intellect. Ceylon offers far more than the empty, mindless beauty that lured Gauguin to his destruction; it has 2500 years of written history, and the ruins of cities that were once among the greatest in the world.



During British rule, a few colonial officials stood out with precisely this fascination for local culture, which they combined with a strong sense of public service – the ‘white man’s burden’ of making public administration efficient, ensuring the rule of law and good order, building schools and hospitals. Leonard Woolf, husband of the novelist Virginia, was one. Another was John D’Oyly, whose ambivalent role was critical to Britain’s conquest of the Sinhala Buddhist Kandyan kingdom in 1815. D’Oyly drafted the subsequent treaty between the British Crown and Kandyan chiefs that sealed British rule over the whole island.

D’Oyly went thoroughly native. He spoke fluent Sinhala, dressed like the locals and preferred their company to that of fellow colonials. Then there was George Turnour, Government Agent in Ratnapura, who learned Pali and Sinhala from Buddhist monks. Serendipitously, he discovered the tika, the code to deciphering the Pali of the Mahavamsa (‘Great Chronicle’), the Sinhala Buddhist national epic, at the Mulkirigala rock temple in the deep south. His subsequent translation of thirty volumes of the Mahavamsa unlocked over 2000 years of Lankan history.

But these were exceptions. At the other extreme, and much more numerous, were snobs and racists who lorded it over the natives. Alec Waugh, visiting in the 1920s, wrote, ‘Here, it seemed to me, were a number of undistinguished people of no account in their own country, who possessed no qualities that would entitle them in their own country to recognition and esteem, behaving as if they were feudal chieftains for no better reason than that they happened to be whites.’ Viscount Torrington, a mid-nineteenth-century governor, wrote of the sordid ways of coffee planters: ‘The mass of (them), many of them the very worst class of Englishmen has very much tended to lower and degrade our caste and character in the eyes of the natives.’ Leonard Woolf was put off by the philistinism, self-isolation and snobbery of his own kind in Ceylon; it was one reason that turned him from an unquestioning servant of Empire to a committed anti-imperialist.

For all those colonials and visitors who, like Hermann Hesse, were bewitched by Ceylon, there were a handful who were not. Edward Lear was in a bilious mood: ‘The brown people of this island seem to me odiously inquisitive and bothering… All the while the savages go on grinning and chattering to each other.’ He thought Colombo’s Galle Face Hotel ‘a nasty, second-rate place’. D.H. Lawrence rated Ceylon ‘an experience, but heavens, not a permanence’. And he could not abide ‘paw-paw stinking Buddhists’.

Mummy anticipated serendipity before she arrived. Unlike Lear and Lawrence, she certainly found it when she got there. There were also other, less happy and beneficial experiences, but that will come later in the story.



For their honeymoon, Mummy and Daddy drove from Colombo to Ella, 3000 feet up in the Uva hills. It would have taken nearly all day then, along what was a fairly narrow road which curled up from the lowlands to tea plantation country. Now Ella is a humming, expanding little tourist town, crammed with backpacker guest houses, cafes and bars, little hotels for mid-budget tourists, and even one or two pricier hotels. In 1961, all it had was a small railway station and a lovely rest house. It was surrounded by tea estates with British planters and Tamil labourers. Scattered in the hills were Sinhala villagers in their hamlets, tending paddy terraces and orchards of fruit and vegetables.

Before the 1970s – that is, before mass tourism and proliferating tourist hotels – rest houses were the only comfortable hostelries for middle- and upper-class visitors to stay out of Colombo. Ella was no exception. When Mummy and Daddy honeymooned at the rest house there, it had a front porch leading to a small reception area, a few guest rooms, and a dining room backing on to a veranda. It is a little bigger and certainly busier more than half a century on, but it hasn’t changed overmuch. Beyond the back veranda is a broad stretch of lawn bordered by red cannas and a white railing. And, from the lawn, one takes in the stunning Ella panorama.

Its supreme attraction is Ella Rock, to one’s right facing forward from the rest house lawn: a massive crag, 3500 feet high, which towers over a precipitous forested gorge. This is Ella Gap, sandwiched tightly between the Uva hills and the flattish southern plain. Sheer up the other side of the gorge is a ridge of smaller peaks, topped by Little Adam’s Peak. They seem to bow in obeisance to the dominating presence of Ella Rock opposite, which sprinkles tufts and slivers of mist over them at daybreak and spreads its commanding shadow across their faces during the day. In 1961, the tarmac road ended abruptly halfway down Ella Gap, at Ravanella Falls that spill down from Ella Rock. Here the Uva hills were cut off from the south. Now the road continues, descending sharply to the junction town of Wellawaya, the gateway to points east, south and the coast. In twenty minutes’ drive, and a descent (or ascent) of 3000 feet, the Uva hills and the south are connected.

Tucked under Ella Rock, out of sight from the road through Ella Gap, is ‘Sita’s cave’. Mummy and Daddy clambered up there on their honeymoon; so did I as an adolescent fifteen years later. It is a major tourist attraction now, for that is where the conventional story of Lanka begins, wrapped in primeval legend and myth. There are several versions of the Ramayana, the great Hindu epic, but Valmiki’s is the most popular – the standard version. In it Ravana, the demon king of Lanka, abducted Sita from India, brought her to Lanka and kept her captive in this very cave (though there are rival claimants to the honour elsewhere on the island). Sita was an avatar of the goddess Lakshmi and wife of Prince Rama, an avatar of the god Vishnu. Rama, aided by his monkey general Hanuman, came to Lanka, slayed Ravana, rescued Sita and took her back to India.

So Lanka enters history in the ancient Indian epics, centrally in the Ramayana and more tangentially in the Mahabharata. But it is in a much later indigenous epic, the Mahavamsa, that the story of Lanka takes flight. Its supposed author, Mahanama Thera, was the abbot of the Mahavihara, one of the three great monasteries in the capital city of Anuradhapura, sometime in the fifth century CE. The script is Pali, the language of Theravada Buddhism’s sacred texts. The Mahavamsa covers almost a thousand years of Lankan history through the rule of fifty-four kings. A sequel, the Culavamsa (‘Lesser Chronicle’), was also written by Buddhist monks; it covers the rule of 111 kings from the fourth to the eighteenth centuries.

Early passages in the Mahavamsa recount the Buddha’s three flying visits to Lanka (yes, he ‘flew’ there and back to north India). In Lanka he subdued yakkas, a demon race; preached to and converted devas, a race of gods; settled a dispute between two naga kings, of a race of half-human, half-cobra, semi-divine beings; and left his footprint on a holy mountain. As he lay dying, never to be reborn, for he had already achieved nibbana, or eternal release from the cycle of rebirths and suffering, he told his followers that Lanka would be the home and refuge of his teaching, long after Buddhism disappeared from India.

In parallel, the Mahavamsa recounts the origins of the Sinhala race and Sinhala kingship. The founding father was Prince Vijaya, whose parents, a brother and sister, were the issue of a lion and an Aryan princess. Hence Sinhala – the ‘lion race’. Their kingdom lay in what is now Bengal. Vijaya was errant, so his father the king put him and 700 followers on ships and cast them off. This was around 540 BCE. They landed about halfway up the west coast of Lanka, according to the Mahavamsa, on the very day the Buddha died in northern India. Thus was made the first implicit link between Buddhism and the Sinhala race. Soon after he arrived, Vijaya united with Kuveni, a yakka princess, and fathered two children. Later he abandoned wife and children to marry a South Indian princess and found a dynasty. His fellow Aryan castaways followed by marrying maidens from the same South Indian court. Vijaya, childless from his second bride, bequeathed his throne to a nephew, whose descendants ruled from Anuradhapura in the north-central plain.

This short summary gives a flavour of the Mahavamsa’s tone. It mixes history with mythical stories, magical deeds and morality plays, or so it would appear to dispassionate modern readers. But not in Sri Lanka, and not to the vast majority of Sinhala Buddhist laity, the sangha or Buddhist priesthood, and Sinhala politicians. They treat the Mahavamsa as gospel truth.

There is no evidence, archaeological or otherwise, to prove many shibboleths of the Mahavamsa. Indo-Aryan migration from north-west and north-east India to Sri Lanka probably did occur around the time of Vijaya. But genetic studies also show that Sri Lankan Sinhalese and Tamils, who claim South Indian Dravidian descent, share a large gene pool. Given how close Sri Lanka is to the Coromandel coast – less than twenty miles at its shortest point – and waves of migration from South India to Sri Lanka, there was likely extensive racial mixing over more than two millennia. But none of this diminishes the hegemony of a Sinhala race myth.

The Mahavamsa fuses this race myth with a blatant politico-religious agenda. Mahanama Thera, its author, was both a leading monk from the state-backed Theravada school of Buddhism and the uncle of a Sinhala king. His leitmotif was the symbiotic alliance of Sinhala kingship and Theravada Buddhism. In the Mahavamsa, this started with Mahinda, the son of the Indian emperor Ashoka, who came to Lanka in 246 BCE, over two centuries after the Buddha’s death. Ashoka famously converted to Buddhism and, through his Mauryan empire, spread it across India. Mahinda, already a Buddhist monk, was his emissary, charged with introducing the faith to Lanka. He encountered King Devanampiya Tissa at Mihintale Rock, not far from Anuradhapura; there he preached to the king and his followers and converted them on the spot. The king subsequently built temples and monasteries to house bhikkus (Buddhist monks). Later, Princess Sanghamitta, Ashoka’s daughter and Mahinda’s sister, came to Lanka with a sapling from the bo (or bodhi) tree in Kushinara, under which Prince Siddhartha meditated, attained enlightenment and became the Buddha. The sapling was planted at a site in Anuradhapura, and the tree stands yet, as one of the major shrines and pilgrimage sites of Buddhism. Sanghamitta, like her elder brother Mahinda, had embraced monasticism: she founded the first order of Buddhist nuns in Sri Lanka.



With her marriage, Mummy immersed herself in the world of Ceylonese Islam. But she was starting a new life in a predominantly Buddhist country. Sinhala Buddhists account for over two-thirds of Sri Lanka’s population. She had never encountered Buddhism, and even during her sixteen-year stay, her encounter with it was superficial. That was my childhood experience too. We had Buddhist servants at home. Daddy had Buddhist work colleagues and oversaw Buddhist workers; Mummy met Buddhist shopkeepers when she did the family ‘marketing’; I had Buddhist teachers at school. On trips outstation we visited Buddhist ruins and witnessed colourful, exuberant festivals at Buddhist temples – as any tourist would. Daddy had many Buddhist friends. But with almost no exceptions, they were meat-eating, alcohol-swilling Colombo professionals who paid lip service to Buddhist social conventions and rituals: hardly devout.

None of this got beneath the epidermis of Sinhala Buddhism. Only by rediscovering Sri Lanka, as an adult over the past decade, have I begun to appreciate Buddhism, both in general and in its Sri Lankan incarnation. I always knew, instinctively, that I could not begin to understand Sri Lanka without a basic understanding of its majority religious culture, but I did not bother until fairly recently. Bothering about Sinhala Buddhism has been central to my rediscovery of Sri Lanka.



Sinhala Buddhist kings ruled from Anuradhapura for thirteen centuries, from Devanampiya Tissa, the first converted king, to the late eleventh century CE. They built great monasteries and dagobas (circular monuments called stupas, pagodas, chedis and zedis elsewhere in the Buddhist world), reservoirs and canals. By the third century CE, Anuradhapura housed three of the largest man-made constructions in the world after the Egyptian pyramids – the Ruwanvelisaya, Abhayagiri and Jetavanarama dagobas. Faxian, the Chinese pilgrim-monk who visited Anuradhapura at its cultural zenith in the fifth century CE, spoke of 5000 monks in the Abhayagiri monastery, 3000 in the Mahavihara monastery and perhaps 60,000 throughout the kingdom. The sangha were the source of literary and artistic culture, had a powerful administrative system that extended to village temples, and were the largest landowners and repositories of wealth. Kings took great care to appease and cultivate the sangha; their protection of Buddhism was the rootstock of their legitimacy. The Mahavamsa and Culavamsa abound with passages of ‘virtuous’ kings who built temples and monasteries, and showered the sangha with food and lands.

But Sinhala kingship was blood-spattered. In the Anuradhapura kingdom, in the period covered by the Mahavamsa (from the third century BCE to the early fourth century CE), fifteen kings ruled for less than one year and thirty for fewer than four years. Twenty-two were murdered by their successors, six murdered by others, four were suicides, and thirteen slain in battle. Anula, one of only four queens to rule in her own right, murdered her husband and several lovers.

Sinhala–Tamil bloodletting perennially overlaid intra-Sinhala bloodletting. Successive South Indian invasions put at least nine Tamil kings on the throne in Anuradhapura during the Mahavamsa period. The most illustrious was Elara, in the late second century BCE. In the most celebrated tale of Sinhala supremacy, Dutugemunu, king of Ruhunu (the deep south of Sri Lanka), defeated Elara’s army outside Anuradhapura. The two kings fought each other mounted on elephants; Dutugemunu slayed the old Tamil king and entered Anuradhapura triumphant. In the Mahavamsa version, Dutugemunu reunited Lanka under Sinhala rule and saved Buddhism from Tamil incursion. Naturally, he was very devout, always praying in temples and solicitous towards monks – building monasteries, feeding them lavishly and so on.

Early on, Sinhala kings allied with Theravada Buddhism and effectively made it the state religion. It became established in the Mahavihara monastery in Anuradhapura, which, over the centuries, was especially favoured by Sinhala kings. Theravada’s self-image, then and now, is that it is purer, closer to the Buddha’s original teaching in the Pali Tipitaka, than the ritual-laden Mahayana and Vajrayana schools with their pantheons of bodhisattvas (enlightened beings who delay their entry to nibbana to guide mortals on the right path) and lamas (reincarnated spiritual guides in Tibetan Buddhism). Theravada is a philosophy, not a religion, they say; it is all about rational self-inquiry for personal salvation. And, of course, it is non-violent. That is disingenuous, to put it mildly.

Theravada monopolizes Sri Lankan Buddhism today and has written its historiography. But this monopoly is about a millennium old; earlier, there were strong traces of Mahayana influence. This came through religious connection with north-east India, where Mahayana was a powerful force in the first millennium CE. It had an impact on two of Anuradhapura’s great monasteries, Abhayagiri and Jetavanarama. And its influence was greatest between the eighth and tenth centuries CE, when several Sinhala kings fancied themselves as bodhisattvas. Its lasting legacy can be seen in devotional aspects of Theravada Buddhist practice today, such as the worship of the Buddha and other godlike images, and of holy relics.

A prize exhibit at the National Museum in Colombo is a gilded bronze of Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion. He sits languidly, one leg dangling, the other hoicked up to one side. A bewitching companion piece, another gilded bronze dating back to the eighth century CE, stands in the Asia Gallery of the British Museum in London. This is Tara, Avalokiteshvara’s consort. She is bent gently, at the hip and the knee, but her torso is erect. A wrap-around cloth covers her below the tummy; the torso is bare. Her breasts are voluptuous. Her eyes are downcast, her expression one of serene meditation. Her headdress has an empty niche that would have contained a miniature Buddha. One hand is outstretched; the palm of the other faces outward in the mudra of charity or gift-giving. This Tara was discovered on Sri Lanka’s east coast at the beginning of the nineteenth century and taken to Britain in the early years of British rule.

Hindu influence crept into Sinhala Buddhist practice through trade and war with South Indian Tamil kingdoms. Tamils came as traders, invaders and mercenaries hired by Sinhala kings. Pandyan and Chola invasions from South India became more frequent from the seventh century CE. Hindu deities – Shiva and Vishnu, in particular – were incorporated in the Buddhist pantheon.

Sinhala Buddhism enjoyed its last ancient golden age in the twelfth century CE, with Polonnaruwa, also in the north-central plain, as its capital. But this was fleeting. A thirteenth-century Tamil invasion dealt a death blow: the north-central plain emptied and the Sinhalese fled south. The following centuries saw political and economic enervation and decline. Weak kings established small, short-lived capitals as they drifted farther south into hilly ‘wet zone’ country. Today, these places – Dambadeniya, Yapahuwa, Kurunegala, Sitivaka, Gampola, Dedigama – are, at best, nondescript, small to middling towns. Ibn Batuta, visiting in 1344, found a highly fragmented polity: no one ruler controlled the whole island; Sinhala rulers were little more than warring chieftains.

But Buddhism survived, even flourished. There was much Sinhala–Tamil, Buddhist–Hindu mixing. Some Sinhala kings seemed to be of South Indian origin, but gained power by displaying Buddhist religiosity and courting the sangha. Many took wives from South Indian courts. They imported Brahmin advisers and ministers, had Brahmins recite Vedic texts at court, and practised Brahmin rituals. Tamil was widely spoken at court and as a trade language. A more ornate Dravidian influence crept into Sinhala art and architecture.

Religious syncretism, above all, characterized this ethnic overlap. Devales, shrines for Hindu deities, became fixtures of Buddhist worship; many were housed in Buddhist temples. That remains a hallmark of Sri Lankan Buddhism. Harry Williams, a British colonial writing about Ceylon in the first half of the twentieth century, described local Buddhist practice as ‘atheism qualified by idolatry’.

Sri Lanka experienced four and a half centuries of Western colonial rule, from the early 1500s to 1948 – longer than nearly all other colonies in Asia. Because of this, the influence of the West ran deeper, first in the coastal regions subject to Portuguese and then Dutch rule, and thereafter throughout the island under the British. Until the mid-nineteenth century, Western colonization accomplished what ancient Tamil invasions did not: a steep decline in Sinhala Buddhism.

The Portuguese, driven by religious fanaticism and commercial plunder – ‘We come in search of Christians and spices,’ as Vasco da Gama reputedly said on landing in Calicut – were particularly destructive. They unleashed religious terror, following their pattern in Goa and elsewhere. Many forced conversions followed. Buddhist and Hindu temples and Muslim mosques were desecrated and destroyed; Buddhist temple lands were confiscated. All this was exceedingly foreign to Sri Lanka. For all the blood and gore on their hands, Sinhala kings had a record of religious tolerance and even one of encouraging syncretism.

One thing saved Sinhala Buddhism: the emergence and survival of the interior Kandyan kingdom, which fended off Portuguese, Dutch and British attempts at conquest until 1815. For two centuries, kings ruling from the hill town of Kandy protected and renewed Sinhala Buddhist traditions. They deepened the syncretism of previous Sinhalese kingdoms. Royalty patronized temples and devales; they and their subjects worshipped Hindu deities alongside the Buddha. Religious festivals were prominent, featuring ceremonial processions of Hindu gods. Buddhist–Hindu syncretism naturally extended to tolerance of Sri Lanka’s newer religions; the Kandyan kingdom was a haven for Muslims during Portuguese and Dutch rule of the maritime provinces, and for Roman Catholics fleeing Dutch persecution.

The Kandyan Sinhala line of kingship died out in 1739. In Sinhala Buddhist historiography, this ended Vijaya’s line after 2200 years and 165 kings. Kandyan kings had continued the previous tradition of marrying princesses from South Indian courts. So a brother-in-law of the last, childless Sinhala king, from the Tamil Hindu Nayakkar dynasty (ruling from Madurai in what is now Tamil Nadu) ascended the throne. Three Nayakkar kings followed him before the British defeated the Kandyan kingdom in 1815. Irony of ironies, these four Tamil kings were among the most ardent nurturers of a 2000-year-old Sinhala Buddhist tradition.

The British defeat of the Kandyan kingdom ruptured what had held fast since the third century BCE: the umbilical link between Buddhism and the state. But it also brought relief to the rest of the island. The British relaxed and then abolished religious restrictions the Portuguese and Dutch had imposed. Still, Buddhism was beleaguered and declining. Over three centuries of Western colonialism had battered it; the fall of the Kandyan kingdom, the severance of the link between Buddhism and the state, the confiscation of temple lands, Christian missionaries and the conversion of elite families to Christianity had brought it to a new low.

This set the stage for a Sinhala backlash, cloaked in a Buddhist revival. Its opening act was a series of debates between Buddhist monks and Protestant missionaries in the 1860s and early 1870s, culminating in a ‘great debate’ in Panadura, a coastal town south of Colombo, in August 1873. Then came Colonel Henry Steele Olcott – the ‘White Buddhist’, fresh from the United States. Olcott, a veteran of the American Civil War, had founded the Theosophical Society with Madame Blavatsky; they converted to Buddhism and moved their headquarters to Madras in India.

Olcott and Blavatsky arrived in Ceylon in 1880. On this and subsequent visits over the next two decades, Olcott lectured to huge crowds all over the island. His impact was enormous. Imagine the novelty of an educated white man preaching Buddhist renewal in a two-millennium-old Buddhist heartland. Then there was his message. He railed against Protestant missionaries – ‘enemies and slanderers’, and a ‘pestilential lot’, he wrote in his diaries. He disapproved strongly of local Buddhists eating fish and meat and drinking liquor, and of worshipping Hindu deities alongside the Buddha, often in the same temple compound – ‘an excrescence on pure Buddhism’, he said. And he excoriated Sinhala caste practices. Olcott, in effect, brought a ‘Protestant’ version of Buddhism to Ceylon, viewed through his Western lens of scientific rationalism. He emphasized the individual’s interior spiritual experience based on rational self-examination. To him, Buddhism’s core was the laity and personal introspection, not the sangha, ceremony and ritual.

Olcott’s impact lasts to this day. He sparked a reorganization of Buddhist ritual, notably the celebration of full-moon poya days, especially Vesak, which celebrates the Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and death. He established what are now leading schools, which combine Buddhism with Western-style secular education. His Buddhist Catechism became a bestseller. He even designed a Buddhist flag. An Olcott statue stands prominently outside Colombo’s main railway station; Colombo and Kandy streets bear his name.

But Olcott failed to ‘Protestantize’ Ceylonese Buddhism, or, to put it differently, return it to the Buddha’s original austere, stripped-down message. From its early days, Theravada Buddhism was clerico-centric. In a rather Brahminical way – precisely what the Buddha rebelled against – it elevated the sangha to an exalted pedestal. Monks became the sole, unquestioned guardians and purveyors of the dhamma, the Buddha’s teaching. The laity’s duty was to follow monks’ teaching and look after them. Generosity to the sangha, more than anything else, became the benchmark for accumulating merit for a good rebirth.

Theravada in Sri Lanka became encrusted in a doctrinal conservatism, centred on the dos and don’ts of the vinaya, the monastic code, and the duties of the laity towards the sangha. Over the centuries it became increasingly ritualistic as it competed with and assimilated elements of Mahayana; indeed it became pantheistic, with its motley assembly of minor deities and spirits alongside the Buddha. None of this is unique to Theravada or Sri Lanka. Hierarchy and ritual – not forgetting political promotion – turn religions into mass phenomena everywhere: Buddhism would not have become a mass religion otherwise. Olcott’s Protestant Buddhism did not stand a chance against 2200 years of Theravada Buddhist practice in Sri Lanka.

Initially, the Buddhist revival was apolitical and religiously tolerant. But it turned political and chauvinist with Olcott’s chief local disciple, Anagarika Dharmapala. Born Don David Hewavitharane, he came from a rich Sinhala merchant family and was educated in English. But he renounced this gilded life to become a lay preacher, and took the name Anagarika (the honorific for a celibate Buddhist lay worker) Dharmapala. He travelled the world to propagate Theravada Buddhism, and spent most of his last three decades in India; there he devoted himself to restoring Buddhist control of ancient Buddhist shrines, especially the Mahabodhi temple in Bodh Gaya, where the Buddha attained enlightenment.

Dharmapala had a much more intolerant, exclusivist streak than Olcott. He hyper-mythologized the Sinhala Buddhist past. To him, the Sinhalese were a pure Aryan race who had once occupied an ideal Buddhist state. This state’s foundation was a sacred alliance of kingship and religion. Life was ethical and altruistic in a prolonged golden age. But Western colonization and the Nayakkar kings in Kandy polluted and enervated the ‘once virile’ Sinhala race, and Buddhism with it. Purity gave way to unspeakable ‘hybridity’. Predictably, Dharmapala called for the restoration of a glorious Buddhist past. Here he is in full flow:


This bright, beautiful island was made into a Paradise by the Aryan Sinhalese before its destruction was brought about by the barbaric vandals. Its people did not know irreligion… Christianity and polytheism are responsible for the vulgar practices of killing animals, stealing, prostitution, licentiousness, lying and drunkenness… The ancient, historic, refined people, under the diabolism of vicious paganism, introduced by the British administrators, are now declining slowly away.



Dharmapala’s worldview encompassed violent antipathy towards other peoples and religions, often expressed in bald racist language. Europeans were ‘infidels of a degraded race’. Jews were the ‘degraded tribe of Israel’. Early Christians, led by a ‘Nazarene Jew’, were the ‘riff-raff of Galilee’. Hindus were shocking idolaters. And on the subject of Muslims:


The Muhammedans, an alien people… by Shylockian methods become prosperous like Jews. The Sinhala sons of the soil, whose ancestors for 2358 years had shed rivers of blood to keep the country free of alien invaders… are in the eyes of the British only vagabonds. The alien South Indian Muhammedan comes to Ceylon, sees the neglected villager, without any experience in trade… and the result is that the Muhammedan thrives and the sons of the soil go to the wall.



One wonders what the Buddha would make of these diatribes. In normal civilized society, they would be taken as the rants of a deranged bigot. But Dharmapala is a central icon in modern Sinhala Buddhism. His name is spoken reverentially in respectable company. His statues are everywhere; streets bear his name in towns large and small.

Dharmapala became the beacon for a more militant, chauvinistic Buddhism in twentieth-century Ceylon. And he was the harbinger of a shrill, hardline, often violent Sinhala Buddhist nationalism that took hold after independence. Politicians and monks ape his rhetoric, packing every sentence with incendiary words and phrases.



Sinhala Buddhism had become more overtly political and chauvinistic by the early 1960s. By then Ceylon’s ethnic and religious tensions, between Buddhists and Christians, and much more so between Sinhalese and Tamils, were on the boil. But Mummy had little inkling of that when she arrived, and hardly felt it for most of her years there. It was far away from her immediate world, which was Daddy’s world – not just his family, but also his wide circle of multi-ethnic, multi-religious friends and colleagues.

In 1961, when Mummy came back to Colombo from her Australian holiday, the newlyweds moved into a small rented annex in a house in Wellawatte, the southernmost district within Colombo municipality. Daddy had just left the air force and joined the Ceylon subsidiary of Lever Brothers (now Unilever) as a foreman, earning 350 rupees a month. His air force buddies were emigrating to the UK, and he intended to do the same. But Mummy loved her new life and wanted to stay. Everything was new to her, and she embraced it joyfully. Even as a child I admired her for that – felt proud of my white British mother blending into Ceylon so well, without changing her character in any way.

It was a lucky career break for Daddy that changed their plans to emigrate. Mummy noticed a job advert in a newspaper for the manager of a new factory in Ratmalana, a suburb about ten kilometres south of Colombo’s city limits. It was a joint venture between a multinational, Chesebrough-Ponds, and Maharajas, a local Tamil-owned business house. The factory would manufacture the Ponds Vaseline Petroleum Jelly that boys and men used to slather on their hair. Daddy applied for the job, with no expectations, for it was a huge leap from being a foreman at Lever Brothers. But he interviewed well and got it, with a salary of 750 rupees a month, plus a housing allowance and a car. Mummy and Daddy moved to the upstairs section of a house around the corner from the factory on Hindu College Square.

Mummy always smiles when she looks back to these early, happy years of marriage. Daddy’s income was modest, especially before he got the Ponds factory job. They lived in modest housing, without servants, until I was born. Life was simple and carefree. Mummy quickly made friends with her new relatives, especially her three sisters-in-law. Mummy and Daddy went to the cinema once or twice a week – to the Savoy, close to their Wellawatte flat, Liberty, Majestic, Regal, Odeon and Empire, all art deco theatres that showed Western films, usually arriving in Ceylon about a year after their release in the West. From these cinema-going years she recalls Ingmar Bergman’s suicidally depressing Wild Strawberries, and the more uplifting Sound of Music and The Magnificent Seven.

Once a week, after a film at the Savoy, they walked across Galle Road to the Golden Gate, a cheap and cheerful Chinese restaurant housed in an old family mansion. Dinner for two cost just ten rupees. Occasionally, they ate at Kinross, a swimming club on the beach in Wellawatte, cheek by jowl with the railway track, and had biriyani at Hotel de Buhari. They socialized a lot with Daddy’s air force friends, most now accompanied by their own fiancées and wives. There was rugger and cricket on weekends, and the odd drinks and dinner dance. Daddy bought his first car, a Borgward Isabella, made in South America, then known as the ‘poor man’s Benz’. In it they took a big family trip to Kandy and thence to the remote east coast. There Mummy attended a nikah, the Muslim marriage ceremony. She remembers the tiny bride-to-be’s dark face caked with talcum powder to make her look fair; she was only twelve. Another big family outstation trip, this time to the deep south, took them to Hambantota beach. Mummy raced her sisters-in-law and Daddy’s younger brother Razeen; she won.

Mummy had no British or other foreign friends during these years. But she did not miss the UK at all. The Ceylonese were very nice to her, she recalls; they welcomed her with open arms.



Tamils, Dravidians who trace their ancestry to South India and speak Tamil, have probably inhabited parts of Sri Lanka, especially the north, as long as the Sinhalese. Racial mixing took place all over the island, but two distinct cultural identities emerged, one Shaivite Hindu and Tamil-speaking in the far north, the other Buddhist and Sinhala-speaking elsewhere. Faxian noted a community of vaishyas (Indian merchant castes) when he stayed in Anuradhapura in the fifth century CE. Well before and afterwards, South Indian merchant guilds, mainly of Tamils, controlled trade in the kingdom’s ports on the north-eastern and north-western coasts. But their numbers were small: there is little evidence of a large, permanent Tamil presence before the tenth to thirteenth centuries CE. That changed with decisive Chola and Pandyan invasions. Tamil migration from South India accompanied Sinhala retreat and decline. A Pandyan general established a Tamil kingdom in the northern capital of Jaffna in the thirteenth century; it lasted four centuries before the Portuguese conquered it.

Jaffna Tamils, perhaps more than any other group, took advantage of British rule. Christian mission schools run by American Methodists came to the Jaffna peninsula early in the nineteenth century. Locals used English-language education as their passport to clerical jobs in government administration, and later to become teachers, professionals and indeed senior civil servants. From the late nineteenth century, educated Jaffna Tamils poured into Malaya and the Straits Settlements to take up jobs like these. Throughout British rule and to this day, Jaffna Tamils have a reputation for thrift, hard work and an education ethic; not for nothing are they called the ‘Scots of Asia’ and ‘God’s gift to the government official’.

Daddy’s Colombo Tamil friends came from this background. Most of Daddy’s Christian friends, on the other hand, were Burghers – Eurasians with a tropical cocktail of Sinhala, Tamil, Portuguese, Dutch and British ancestry. Nearly all were Anglican and a lighter shade of brown. All had English as their mother tongue. All had emigrated by the mid- to late 1960s.

Thanks to the Portuguese, Christianity came to Sri Lanka by the sword. The Portuguese occupied the maritime provinces of Sri Lanka from the early 1500s to the mid-1650s. Their settlers married local women, as they did in their other colonies. These cassados were given land; they and their mestizo progeny had privileged status. Those who stayed on after Portuguese rule ended merged gradually into the local population. Their language was a Portuguese creole called Indo-Portuguese. Today, their descendants, a tiny number of ‘Portuguese Burghers’, live in the eastern coastal towns of Batticaloa and Trincomalee. Portuguese influence survives in food and the kaffrinha music and dance of the community. Portuguese loan-words survive in Sinhala and Sri Lankan English. In wider Sri Lankan culture, Portuguese influence comes alive in the popular musical genre of baila; its fast, catchy beat is made for a collective frenzy of gyrating heads, hips and shoulders. But, much more than anything else, Portugal’s legacy to Sri Lanka is Roman Catholicism: today, 90 per cent or more of Sri Lankan Christians are Catholics.

The Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie – VOC) ruled the maritime provinces from the 1650s to the 1790s. It oppressed the established religions, which now included Roman Catholicism, and privileged the Dutch Reformed Church. But it was mainly interested in commerce, especially a monopoly of the cinnamon trade, not religious conversion. There were conversions to the Dutch Reformed Church, but this was skin-deep. After the Dutch left, most converts reverted to their traditional religions.

The Dutch bequest to Sri Lanka includes impressive coastal forts, a network of canals, a distinctive tropical colonial architecture, household furniture and Roman Dutch law – the latter still in use today. They also left their progeny. Dutch male settlers (Burghers) and mixed-race descendants (Mixties), all members of the Dutch Reformed Church, had special status in law and society. The ‘Dutch Burghers’ of Ceylon did well out of subsequent British rule – out of all proportion to their tiny numbers. Like Jaffna Tamils, they took advantage of English-language education in mission schools. That was their ticket to clerical jobs in government administration and, later, to the professions; they became highly Anglicized and a mainstay of the emerging middle class. They were notoriously race-conscious, proud of their fair skin and supposed Dutch pedigree; they looked down on dark-skinned natives and even on Portuguese Burghers and ‘Eurasians’ (mixed-race descendants of the British). Like the Sinhalese and Moors, they clung to a race myth – that they had pure Dutch ancestry on the male side. In reality, VOC soldiers and officials included mercenaries and conscripts from all over Europe and indeed from Java.

Anglicans, predictably, did best under British rule. They were part of the political, business and cultural elite. Generally, both Anglicans and Catholics favoured British colonial rule, resisted social change and invariably opposed Ceylonese nationalist initiatives in the decades before independence. By independence, they had accumulated a rich fund of resentment, particularly among Sinhala Buddhists. Sinhalese had a pejorative term for Burghers – sudu lansi karapotha (‘white cockroach’). The albino cockroach grows darker by degrees when exposed to sunlight – a reference to the gradual darkening of Burgher skin as they mixed with the natives over the generations.

Michael Ondaatje is Sri Lanka’s most celebrated living writer, and an expat who has lived in the West all his adult life. He is also a Burgher. Running in the Family is his bittersweet yet hilarious ode to the land of his early childhood, and particularly to Burgher life in Ceylon between the wars. His parents’ generation were the gilded youth of the 1920s and 1930s who never grew up – a tropical equivalent of the characters in Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby and Tender Is the Night. They came from landed families, partied constantly and squandered fortunes. They radiated exuberance and eccentricity. Ondaatje’s maternal grandmother, Lalla, had a false breast that kept dropping out – what she called her Wandering Jew. Her brother Vere was a ‘sweet drunk’. Their male relatives ‘tormented the Church sexually’. ‘Love affairs rainbowed over marriages and lasted forever…’ Young Michael’s father was another sweet partying drunk who descended into alcoholism. My favourite passage in the book is Ondaatje père’s drunken rendition of My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean:


My whiskey comes over the ocean

My brandy comes over the sea

But my beer comes from F.X. Pereira

So it’s F.X. Pereira for me.

F.X…. F.X.

F.X. Pereira for me for me.





Daddy was born in 1936. His Badulla boyhood played out in the last decade of British rule, which ended in 1948, and in the first four years of independence. Then he spent three years of air force training in the UK. Back in Ceylon, in the second half of the 1950s, he was stationed at air force bases around the island – mainly at Katunayake, the main base north along the coast from Colombo (now next to the international airport), but also at Diyatalawa, in the Uva hills, not far from Badulla, and at China Bay near the north-eastern coastal town of Trincomalee.

His childhood and youth were a time of transformational change in Ceylon. In 1931, following the Donoughmore Commission, Ceylon acquired a new constitution with universal adult franchise – a first in the Empire outside the ‘white Dominions’ of Australia, New Zealand and Canada, and way beyond what the Crown was willing to concede to India.

After Ceylon evaded an expected Japanese invasion during the Second World War, it had a smooth passage to independence. Indian idealism and nationalist agitation had its admirers in Ceylon, but the Ceylonese nationalist elite, drawn from the thoroughly Anglicized upper class, stuck to pragmatic cooperation with their British rulers. That made Ceylonese nationalism seem dull and insipid. But it ensured successful negotiations between Ceylonese leaders and the Colonial Office in London that led to a new constitution. Elections were held in September 1947, the month after Indian and Pakistani independence, and independence came to Ceylon on 4 February 1948. The handover of power was seamless. The summer of 1947 was a bloodbath in India. The assassination of General Aung San led to civil war in Burma in 1947 and 1948. In Ceylon, not a drop of blood was shed.

The British had every reason to be satisfied with a favourite colony – a model colony. They had prepared it rather well for independence – better than nearly all their other colonies. They passed the baton of power, with consummate ease, to a local elite of ‘brown sahibs’ trained in self-government under the Donoughmore constitution. Ceylon was at peace. Leonard Woolf, writing about his experiences at the beginning of the century, noted that there was the ‘extraordinary absence of the use of force in everyday life and government. Ceylon… was the exact opposite of a police state.’ On the economic front, Ceylon, while poor by Western standards, was one of the richest countries in Asia. It had by far the highest standard of living in South Asia, and was richer than most East Asian countries. The two decades preceding independence had seen considerable public expenditure on food subsidies for the poor, health care and education. Ceylonese were better housed, clothed and fed than most Asians.

Most observers predicted a golden future for independent Ceylon. And, in retrospect, that first decade of independence seems like a golden age. Foreign visitors waxed lyrical about the country and its prospects. The young Lee Kuan Yew, on a stopover from Singapore to London, wished Singapore could be as advanced as Colombo. A British journalist, Harry Hopkins, came to Ceylon in 1952 as part of his research for a book on early post-war Asia. He was charmed and impressed. In Colombo he found an ease and urbanity that, as an Englishman, made him feel completely at home. He could walk into the prime minister’s office without security checks. Ceylon had a working parliamentary democracy with a stable government, a lively opposition and a free press. Seven out of ten people were literate. There were trappings of twentieth-century Western social democracy: free education, arbitration boards, minimum wage legislation, welfare benefits and town planning. This was a world away from turbulence elsewhere in Asia, and from the ‘mass of starving humanity’ in neighbouring India. Ceylon, it seemed to Hopkins, had already achieved the ideal which eluded other Asian countries.
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