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1
Little golden pot, filled with water
And left on the edge of the well,
The one who hid it is a scountrel who can’t count to five or eight!
Will you give back my little pot, so that I can go home?
2
2

Like Eros himself, handsome above all others, are you
O noble John D’Oyly, Lord of this District,
Like the Moon itself, you light up a whole city with the
gentle radiance of your virtues,
Like Lord Ganeshvara himself in the range and depth of
your wit, you grasp the intricate meanings of poets’
linked verses and phrases,
And like the Divine Tree itself your shining right hand
rewards with gifts their hopes an desires.
3
Bearing boundless riches from England,
All powerful Disave, John D’Oyly of noble birth and character:
Possessing neither pearls nor gems, neither crops nor lands,
I ask: by God’s grace, please assist me.
My children, who were once well fed, do not now
Have even a little rice to still their hunger.
With uplifted hands I implore Your Honour:
Help me in my sad plight.
4
Did that fierce and maddened elephant kill my beloved father?
Ferocious was the force that tore us apart.
Ah! The sorrow caused by your departure!
I pass night after sleepless night thinking of you.
5
The constant suffering that has forcefully visited us
You could dispel from us who are in sorrow caused by poverty
With both hands folded in respect I fall down and worship
Your lotus-like feet, O virtuous chieftain!
6
Pleasing every eye that sees
By the river flowing fair
Rising over lowlier trees
Spreading shadow everywhere
Like dark rain-clouds massing high
As a sheltering canopy
Leaves that quiver in the breeze
Loud with bees that cluster there …
7a
Those who sleep till the dawn of the sun,
Were they possessors of all the earth’s countless wealth,
They will end up empty, like the divul fruit the elephant swallows.
Sages of old have prophesided their poverty!
7b
3

There, in that village to which my lord is travelling,
Let not the charms of other women delay you!
Lord, I will keep in mind the advice you give me,
But let us hope Cupid remembers it too!\fn{ He had earlier written to her: If I am delayed on this journey, |
Do not look at anyone else till I return! |
Like the yam leaf, warding off waterdrops, |
Remember my advice and wait for me. }

8
There are no parents to give comfort to the body and mind
Relations do not care when one is poor.
For worry and sickness I have no cure.
There is none to protect us now.
9
Lord Buddha said association with undesirables brings sorrow.
I know well that separation from those I love also brings sorrow.
Today, since you lodge with those who are not my friends,
I sorrow that I cannot come to see you.
10
Since the death of my dear husband,
A lonely bed has been my refuge.
I have forgotten the meaning of sensual pleasures—
What right have you to ask me such a question?\fn{ He had earlier written to her: Your face, bright as the sun and the
moon! |
Your pouting breasts, glowing like blue sapphires! |
Like a lamp lit in a dark room, Lady, |
Why do you sleep alone? }

11
Branches of learning, tender leaves of love
Grew from my lover’s famous family tree.
Heavy with ripened fruit of pleasant virtues,
All, all, destroyed by the winds of passion!
*
The current of fourfold desire, swelled by heavy rain,
Floods and bursts the riverbanks far and wide.
This ancient bund, built strongly out of the nine Dhammas,
Was breached, and surrendered at the haven of woman.
12a
Is the use of this open road restructed to a chosen few?
Do travellers stir the river mud before they drink the water?
Do pleasure-loving women send out invitations?
Can’t masters of adventure find their way past warning bells?\fn{ He had earlier written: In your land, Lady, is not merit
earned with alms? |
Don’t your people ever open their doors? |
Don’t frogs play among the lilies in your lakes? |
If I die of unquenched desire, will you not weep? }
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12b
The love that began on the day I saw you
Grew by and by into a rock of granite.
Your words, Sir, are very surprising!
For, till you reach Nirvana, who is there better than me?\fn{ He had earlier written: When I first saw you love was strong
in my heart— |
It vanished by and by for you were so unyielding. |
Let me give you a piece of information: |
Woman! Till I reach Nirvana I do not want you! }

13
You, desiring not me nor love but lust,
Call all gentlewomen prostitutes!
For giving birth to such a scoundrel,
Go, insult the hill of flesh that bore you!
14
Placing my head at your feet, I pay my respects to you, noble John D’Oyly, Lord of this District,
Whose equal not having been born in the world's womb, are equalled in glory and fame by none but the King of the Gods,
Possessed of majesty and power in the four directions, you gladden the hearts of your subjects as the mild moon causes
night-flowering kumudu blossoms to bloom,
And humble the pride of your enemies as the lion vanquishes hosts of hostile, maddened elephants.
*
Are you not a mother, treating as your children the folk who dwell within this Lanka?
Is not your right hand, which gladdens the hearts of the poor, a branch of the shining Divine Tree?
Are you not a second radiant wish-fulfilling Gem, fulfilling the wishes of many folk in an instant?
Are you not a Bodhisatva of magnanimous merit whose path to Buddhahood lies clear before you?
*
Like Eros himself, handsome above all others, are you, O noble John D’Oyly, Lord of this District,
Like the Moon itself, you light up a whole city with the gentle radiance of your virtues,
Like Lord Ganeshvara himself in the range and depth of your wit, you grasp the intricate meanings of poets’
linked verses and phrases,
And like the Divine Tree itself your shining right hand rewards with gifts their hopes and desires.
*
Aware that Fortune finds a constant dwelling on your broad shoulders, hearing the rumours of your generosity that
resound in all directions,
Seeing that Heaven is kept within this noble city by the gem-radiance of your kindness,
Knowing that sweet speech fills your mouth, like the fragrance of lotuses, O Lord of this District,
I place my head at your feet and, with my children, beseech your help.
*
John D’Oyly of spotless virtue, Lord of this District,
Sent here from England, a land blessed with boundless fortune, shining in glory and majesty, glowing in comfort
and ease,
I who own nothing, possessing neither pearls nor jewels, flowers nor grain, land nor villages,
Bow at your lotus-like feet: help us in the name of the divine gods!
*
He is indeed like the full moon, brimming with soft radiance,
He is indeed the five-arrowed Eros, inspiring love by his beauty,
He is indeed, in the matter of giving, divine in his limitless benevolence,
He is indeed great and noble in spirit, possessing all glory and prosperity.
*
In wit and intellect resembling Lord Ganeshvara, God of Wisdom,
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Guided in all things by the Ten Kingly Rules that are constant as the moon.
Possessing speech that pleases the mind and is like ambrosia to the ear,
His fame is as luminous and constant as the radiance of the moon.
*
Shining, as I have described him, in virtue, wisdom, glory and wealth,
Famed throughout the world for the radiance of his meritorious deeds,
To the pleasing John D’Oyly, handsome Lord of this District,
I pay my respects and show my sorrows at this time.
*
Having thus come before you, my hands on my head in worship,
I speak to you of the state in which I live,
The sons to whom I am bound in love
Wander everywhere, crying “Give rice! Give rice!” like beggars.
*
There is not rice enough to keep in life and health for the space of even one day
The children I once fed and cherished, bringing them up in noble fashion.
To John D’Oyly of gentle birth and sound virtue, Lord of this District,
I pay my respects, and speak of these sorrows in order to obtain succour.
*
Lord, equipped with virtues, descended from a lordly line,
If, for the sake of your merit, I should obtain help according to my wishes,
The noble rays of those goodly virtues
Would please the gods, and win applause in Heaven.
*
Vishnu, Sakra,Vishvakarma, the divine teacher Sikura, Chandra, Nosanda, Surya, and Lord Shiva who wears a
shawl of skin and serpent,
I pray by the beneficial grace of these powerful Gods
That you, John D’Oyly, fertile in merit, noble Lord of this District,
May live enjoying ease and such happiness as will reach as high as Mount Maha Meru, and as wide as the limits of
earth and sky.
275.190 The Advice To Layman Tundila\fn{by an otherwise unknown Buddhist (18th century)} Sri Lanka (M) 7
Praise to that Blessed One, the Fully Enlightened One.
Thus I have heard.
At one time the Blessed One was dwelling near Kapilavastu in the Banyan Park on the shore of the Rohana
River. He stayed out of kindness for gods and humans in the Park of the Banyan Trees teaching the truth with a
sweet voice and placing them on the path to heaven and liberation.
At that same time, a certain householder named Tundila lived in that city. That house holder was very wealthy
with many servants, cows and bullocks, and many treasuries filled with money, grain, gold, silver, and so on.
Irandati was his wife.
One day that householder, desiring to hear the Blessed One teach, took some lamps, incense, perfumes, and
flowers and approached him. After he greeted the Blessed One, he sat in the assembly and listened to the truth.
Delighted by the teaching of the truth, that householder thought thus:
“I was born rich and wealthy in this existence because of the merit produced by generosity in previous
existences. It would now be right to be generous again.”
So thinking, at the end of the Blessed One’s teaching, he worshiped him, and returned home with his retinue.
He sent for his wife and said, “Dear, I would like to give alms,” and hearing his plan, she agreed, saying,
“Excellent, Lord.”
The two of them prepared alms and had a pavilion built in front of their own house. They invited the order of
monks led by the Buddha, and had them seated in the middle of the pavilion, and they gave a great almsgiving
with all kinds of food.
At the end of the meal, the Blessed One, seeing what went into the almsgiving done by that householder,
thought that today Tundila—because of the fruit of almsgiving done previously—would be happy when he
thought about his past, his present, and his future.
So thinking, the Buddha performed a miracle, and showed his wonderful form. He sent forth the six colored
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rays—blue, yellow, red, white, crimson, and golden—which come from the body of enlightened ones. Those
colored rays from the middle part of his body filled the universe. Those from the lower part pierced the watery
edge of earth and ran down to the hell of No Pleasure (Avici). Those from the upper part rose up to the highest
pinnacles of existence. Everywhere was flooded with these rays.
Then the householder Tundila, having seen his miraculous manner, was filled with wonder and surprise, and
his heart was filled with joy.
Then the Blessed One, knowing his disposition, thought that it would be proper to praise his almsgiving and
said this to Tundila:
“Householder, extremely great alms have been given by you today. Truly, generosity has been an ancient
custom of the wise. Householder, even I, when I was a being destined for enlightenment, with knowledge still not
matured and living for the sake of striving for enlightenment, gave great gifts. Now having become enlightened as
the fruit of those gifts, I have received omniscient knowledge. Without generosity, it would not be possible to
become an enlightened one, a solitary enlightened one, or a worthy saint. Therefore, it is said that there are great
profits and benefits from generosity.”
To display the benefits of generosity to the householder Tundila, the Teacher said these verses:
Generosity is a marvel of sovereignty, it is near to wealth,
Generosity guards goods, and it increases happiness.
*
To those who give a gift to the best, the best merit increases,
As well as the best life, complexion, fame, glory, happiness, and strength.
*
To those who give a gift to the best, there is the attainment of highest truth.
Whether reborn as a divine being or a human, he enjoys the best happiness.
*
Generosity done but of any desire achieves what is desired,
Generosity is like a treasure pot, it is like a wish-fulfilling tree.
*
Just as a town with a water supply never suffers from drought,
The wealth of one who is generous never dries up.
*
Kings, thieves, fire, and water, as well as anything that is unliked,
These five do not destroy his wealth.
*
Therefore alms should be given, generosity is a support to the poor,
Generosity is a shelter for humans, generosity frees from hell.
*
Generosity is a staircase to heaven, and the best path to liberation,
Generosity is to be considered like the door for entering perfect peace (nirvana).
*
Generosity is increased wealth, it is running streams of wealth,
Generosity protects material goods, and it protects life.
*
Whoever [gives] thinking, “whatever the life, I will have great power,”
He always receives what he desires of riches and wealth
*
Whether they are on top of a tree, or a mountain,
Or in between the sky and earth, or on the ocean,
[Those who are generous] have food, drink, and material goods.
*
Alms given with faith, they say, is what has great fruit.
Generosity preceded by faith makes whatever is done
Free from anxiety about its outcome.
*
Those who are at ease with their past, present, and future
Receive threefold happiness.
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It gives happiness among humans and in heavens,
As well as the highest happiness.
*
Thus it gives the happiness of perfect peace.
Everything is received by generosity,
From local sovereignty to the splendor of a universal monarch,
Even divine kingship in heavens, all of it comes from generosity.
*
Whatever success there is among humans, whatever pleasure in divine worlds,
And the happiness of perfect peace, all are received from generosity.
*
The enlightenment of a disciple, and the enlightenment of a solitary sage,
And the enlightenment of a thus come one (tathagata),
All are received from generosity.
*
The enlightened ones of the past, which are as numerous as sand in the ocean,
Received full enlightenment after having given extraordinary alms.
“Thus, O householder, generosity is of great advantage and is of great benefit.”
Thus the Blessed One taught the benefit of generosity to the householder Tundila. At the end of the narrative
about generosity, he began to speak about the benefit of morality (sila).
“O householder, morality is the root of success in this world and the next. There is no support, no help, no
other shelter equal to morality. There is no ornament or decoration, no perfume like morality. There is nothing for
cleaning the stains of the defilements equal to morality. There is nothing more beautiful than morality. There is no
staircase for climbing to heaven like morality, no door equal to morality for entering the city of perfect peace.”
Then the Blessed One, teaching the benefit of morality, said these verses:
Morality is the highest source of every happiness,
The moral one goes to the three heavens because of morality,
Morality is the shelter, the refuge, the relief
Of anyone in the samsãra.
*
As the sky, though filled with a host of stars,
Does not shine without the pure moon,
So a man may be famous, distinguished by beauty and family,
But he does not shine without morality.
*
As the nymphs in the celestial assembly
Live there always adorned,
But without the divine lord of the city they do not shine,
So one having understanding does not shine without morality.
*
As with a youth adorned with jewels and pearls
And wearing good clothing, but without perfume,
So a man may be adorned with the ornament of generosity,
But he will not shine without the perfume of morality.
*
As a forest may have birds and bees
And in the spring may be adorned with flowers,
But does not shine without the singing of the cuckoo,
So, indeed, does he who is without morality not shine.
*
As a house, though filled with wife and children,
Though a house of wealth, crowded with a host of relatives,
Does not shine without the three kinds of elder,
So one with special qualities does not shine without morality.
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*
As a city, though filled with men and women,
Though it has elephants and horses,
Does not shine without a king,
So the wealthy man does not shine without morality.
*
As an elephant, though strong and mighty,
Though it may be the best of elephants, perfect in every limb,
Does not shine without a tusk,
So someone good-looking does not shine without morality.
*
As a tank, though filled with water
And frequented by flocks of geese,
Does not shine without the lotus and water lily,
So a man, though adorned with beauty and position,
Does not shine if he abstains from morality.
*
Though one may have a divine form, with a divine complexion,
And be adorned with every ornament,
Without food, even with that form, one will not shine,
So a man may have wealth, grain, and money,
But he will not shine if he abstains from morality.
*
Those who guard morality will be freed from all suffering,
They will have long lives until they enter perfect peace.
*
If one might guard morality for even a moment,
It would have immeasurable fruit
Connected with infinite special qualities and praised by all the buddhas.
*
By a life of meager virtue, one is reborn among the nobles,
By moderate virtue, among the gods, by high virtue, one will be pure.
*
By abstaining from the taking of life, one will have beauty
Filling every part of the body,
One will have happiness, long life, and health.
*
By abstaining from stealing, one will have a lot of grain and money,
One will have wealth that cannot be taken by these five:
Kings, thieves, fire, water, and unpleasant people.
*
By abstaining from sexual misconduct, one will escape existence as a woman,
One will be perfect in every part of one’s body, fearless, and live in happiness.
*
By abstaining from false speech, one will have wide wisdom and be skilled,
One’s mouth adorned with the perfume of sweet speech.
*
By abstaining from intoxicating liquor, one will be sane, not dull,
One will have shame and scruples, and will be beautiful from speaking the truth.
“Thus, O householder, morality is of great advantage and great benefit.”
In this way, the Blessed One explained the benefit of morality to the householder Tundila. The Blessed One
said further:
“Whatever person, whether a woman or a man, a male noble or a female noble, a priest or a priestess, a male
householder or a female householder, a poor man or a poor woman, one thing, O monks, is to be guarded. What
one thing is to be guarded? Abstinence from taking life results in kingship among those in the Eastern Continent
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(Purvavideha), in great power and great strength.
“A second precept, O monks, is also to be guarded: abstinence from stealing, after having renounced taking
what is not given. This results in kingship among the inhabitants of the Western Con tinent (Aparagodaniya), in
great power and in great strength.
“O monks, there is a third precept to be protected: abstinence from an unchaste life, after having renounced
unchaste living. This results in kingship over the Northern Continent (Uttarakurudvipa), in great power and in
great strength.
“O monks, the fourth precept to be guarded is abstinence from false speech, after having renounced false
speech. This results in kingship over the inhabitants of all of Rose-Apple Continent (Jambudvipa), in the splendor
of universal kingship, in great power and in great strength.
“O monks, the fifth precept to be protected is abstinence from the condition of indolence caused by intoxicating liquor, having renounced that condition of indolence from intoxicating liquor. This results in ruling the
retinue of the four guardian gods, with great power and with great strength.
“O monks, there is a sixth precept to be guarded. It is abstinence from eating at the wrong time, having
renounced eating at the wrong time. This results in becoming a king over the gods of the Heaven of the ThirtyThree (Trayastrimsa), becoming a divine being with great power and great strength.
“The seventh precept to be guarded, O monks, is abstinence from dancing, singing, and music, after having
renounced dancing, singing, and music. This results in becoming a strong and powerful king over the gods of the
realm of death (Yama).
“The eighth precept is abstinence from flowers, perfumes, and ointments, after having renounced flowers,
perfumes, and ointments, which results in becoming a strong and powerful king over the gods of the Happy
Heaven (Tusita).
“O monks, the ninth precept to be guarded is abstinence from high, big beds, after having renounced high, big
beds. This results in kingship with great power and with great strength over the gods for whom whatever they
desire is created (Nirmanarati).
“O monks, there is a tenth precept to be guarded: abstinence from accepting any gold or silver, after having
renounced receiving gold or silver. This results in kingship over the gods who have power over the creations of
another (Paranirmitavasavartin), with great power and with great strength.
“O monks, these are the ten precepts.” The Teacher then said these verses:
One hundred elephants, one hundred horses,
One hundred chariots drawn by mules,
One hundred girls adorned with one thousand jeweled earrings,
All this is not worth one-sixteenth of the taking of a single precept.
*
Birth in two kinds of family—noble and priestly—
And never in a low family. Guard morality—this is the fruit.
*
They have endless wealth and endless power,
Crowds of the best women. Guard morality—this is the fruit.
*
They are surrounded by a fourfold army
With elephants, horses, chariots, and infantry. Guard morality—this is the fruit.
*
They have the scent of sandalwood on the body, and of water lily blowing
From the mouth to the extent of fifty miles. Guard morality—this is the fruit.
*
Great merit, great glory, great wisdom, great fame,
Great force, great strength. Guard morality—this is the fruit.
*
Morality is the best ornament, morality is the highest ornament,
Morality produces lack of fear about hell. Guard morality—this is the fruit.
*
Sandalwood, incense, lotus, and the eight kinds of jasmine,
Among these kinds of perfume, the perfume of morality is best.
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At the end of the explanation of the benefit of the ten precepts, he began to explain about heaven.
“Sakra, O householder, is chief god, having the topmost, most pleasing happiness, always enjoying himself
with divine fame in the realm of the Thirty-Three on top of Mount Meru. Endowed with a divine form and
decorated with divine ornaments, and constantly hearing the five kinds of music, and finding delight in dancing,
singing, and music, he perpetually enjoys divine pleasure.
“The gods of the retinue of the four guardian gods have lives nine million years in length, and throughout that
time, they experience divine pleasure and happiness.
“The gods of the Thirty-Three have lives 30 million, one hundred thousand years in length, and throughout that
time they experience and enjoy divine pleasure.
“The lives of gods of the realm of death are 14 million plus 4 million years in length, the gods of the Happy
Heaven 57 million, one hundred thousand years, the gods whose every desire is created 132 million plus forty
hundred thousand years, the gods having power over the creations of another 139 million, one hundred thousand
years, and throughout that time they all experience and enjoy divine pleasure and happiness. Having been born
there, they enjoy themselves for a long time.
“The palace of Sakra, chief of the gods, is surrounded by walls, has streets, a garden, ponds, a wishing tree,
elephant-drawn vehicles, horse-drawn vehicles, and chariots. In that pond, there are lotuses and water lilies, white
lotuses standing on the surface with many blossoms scenting the wind in all directions. The five kinds of music
are made constantly and delightfully. All the musical instruments are played by gods, and they sing songs with
sweet voices and they display themselves dancing day and night.
“This kind of Sakra-happiness is not received by those who have not made merit. In this world, those who do
actions like taking care of parents, giving alms, guarding morality, meditating on the Buddha, his teaching, or the
order of monks, those who pay respect, honor those who should be honored, those who worship, are diligent in
making merit, all of these people receive divine happiness and divine pleasure and enjoy it for a long time.”
Thus the Blessed One taught to the householder Tundila a sermon concerned with the qualities of the heavens.
“But this heaven is impermanent, it is not stable. All gods stay there happily for as long as they should, with
merit wasting away, and they fall away from a pleasing heaven and are reborn in a birth according to their merit.
Therefore, O householder, heaven is impermanent, unstable, it is suitable for making one disgusted with the
constituent elements of existence, it is not to be taken as something to excite desires.
“Truly, it is to be held dear, it is to please, but it is also to be renounced and to be escaped from.”
*
Thus at the end of the account of heaven, the Blessed One began to teach about the fault in desires.
“O householder, because of desires, one experiences great and terrible suffering. By means of desire, one has
many sorrows, many troubles, much distress, one dwells with suffering, one is not freed from suffering.
“Always, equanimity is the best mental state [in this world], sadness is constant, sorrow is constant, being
bitten [by snakes] is constant, being oppressed by other things is constant, much suffering is constant.
“One having desires does not survive long. He is not freed [from suffering] for even the brief moment that it
takes water to drip from a lotus leaf, but is simply destroyed.
“Because they have the nature of being false, desires are like a dream; because they have the nature of
dominating a person, desires are like a firebrand burning a forest; because they have the nature of overwhelming,
desires are like a stream of clarified butter; because they have the nature of flaming, desires are like a firebrand;
because they have the nature of scorching, desires are like a charcoal pit; because they have the aim of destroying
life, desires are like poison; because they have the nature of clinging, desires are like quivering metal; because
they have the nature of burning, desires are like a [hot] iron ball; because they have the nature of being incurable,
desires are like a wound surrounded by swarms of flies.
“Thus all of it is suffering.
“Because they have the nature of a stench, desires are like a boil filled with pus, desires are like a man sunk in
a heap of dung, desires are like a man sticking his hand in a putrid corpse, desires are like a man who puts his
fingers in a bowl of coals.
“Thus, on account of desire, beings experience in this world exceedingly terrible suffering and great ruin.
“But, after having experienced the suffering of this world, in the next world, they are born in hell. They
experience acute, painful, bitter sensations in that great hell.”
*
Then the Blessed One, having taught the fault in desires, began to explain the benefits in renunciation.
“O householder, one in the household life has a lot of suffering, a lot of trouble, a lot of obstacles, many pains,
many duties, many cares, many wants. There is only suffering in this household life, it brings one toward hell, and
distances one from the path to perfect peace.
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“Therefore, O householder, it is suitable to make one disgusted, it is not to be something that excites desire.
Truly, it pleases, and is to be held dear, but it is also to be renounced and escaped from.
“Any person, seeing the danger in desires and the fault in household life, will practice a life of chastity, having
first abandoned the delight of child and wife, gone forth from the house, and entered the realm of cold ( Himavantam, that is, the Himalayas). That person will receive the great happiness of perfect peace (nirvana).”
Then the Blessed One, having shown the fault in household life and the benefits in renunciation, displayed the
benefits of perfect peace:
“O householder, since this goes out, therefore it is called extinguishing (nirvana).
“Because it cools the four kinds of suffering—birth, sickness, old age, and death—it is called perfect peace.
“Because it causes the extinguishing of the five faults—passion, anger, bewilderment, pride, and wrong views
—it is called extinguishing.
“In that perfect peace, there is no birth, no old age, no sickness, no death, no fear, no distress.
“The great city of perfect peace which is the most excellent thing for beings, a delightful shelter, has a wall, a
door, a watchtower, a moat, streets, a bazaar, a tree, a palace, a central pillar, a bed, a couch, rows of burning
lamps, flowers, perfumes, and ointments, a lake with sand and filled with water in which there are lotuses and
lilies of various kinds, a garden with bees, a pool with geese and chakravaka birds,\fn{The ruddy shelduck}
frequented by flocks of pheasants, singing cuckoos, young parrots, peacocks, and heron. These are the splendors
of the great city of perfect peace.
“What is the wall in that great city of perfect peace? The perfection of patience is like the wall.
“What is the door? The perfection of generosity is like the gate.
“Concentration (samadhi) is like the watchtower, the perfection of loving-kindness the moat.
“What are the streets? The twenty-four ways of exerting oneself.
“The thirty-seven constituents of enlightenment are like the bazaar, and the ten perfections the palace.
“The seven books of the higher philosophy (abhidharma) are like the city column.
“The perfection of renunciation is like the bed, the couch the knowledge of liberation.
“What is the brightness of the lamps? The lamps of knowledge.
“The flowers, perfumes, and ointments are the perfection of truth.
“The lake is the lake of meditation and it is filled with the cool water of compassion and morality is its lotuses
and lilies.
“The crowd of chief disciples are the bees and diligence is the garden.
“The geese and chakravaka birds are the worthy saints who have removed the defilements that come with
birth.
“What is it that is frequented by flocks of pheasants and other birds? It is the pond of perfect peace.
“In that city of perfect peace there is an expansive [square] in the seven books of higher philosophy.
“Truth is the highest happiness indeed. The pleasure of heaven like this is not gained without making merit.
Other than this it is not possible to go to or enter the city of perfect peace. Only those people who with generosity
always delight in meritorious actions will be able to go to and enter the great city of perfect peace.”
Then the Teacher, praising the great city of perfect peace, said:
Perfect peace is shown to be peaceful, excellent, pure, auspicious,
A place without fear, permanent, without old age, without death, secure.
Thus the Blessed One taught a teaching on truth which is connected to various good qualities to the householder Tundila.
Having heard this marvelous teaching of truth together with his wife Irandati, and having drunk the nectar of
truth, moved by joy, both of them became worthy ones (arhat) and other people attained many fruits, such as
stream-winner\fn{One who has dropped from his self skeptical doubt, clinging to rites and rituals and self-view—the first three fetters
(according to Buddhist teaching) that bind a being to rebirth:H } and so on.
1819
244.91 Sketches Of Ceylon History\fn{by Sir Ponnambalam Arunachalam (1853-1924)} Colombo, Colombo District,
Western Province, Sri Lanka (M) 19
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The history of Ceylon is a subject about which many of us can hardly be said to be burdened with much knowledge. We know a great deal about the history of England and of ancient Rome. Our children can tell us all about
the Norman Conquest, the Peloponnesian War, the capitals of English and Scotch counties, the capes and rivers of
South America, the manufactories of Chicago.
But of the elements of Ceylon geography and history they are in blissful ignorance.
Many even of our educated men have but a dim idea of who Sanghamitta was or Mahinda, Dutugemunu or
Elala, what associations cluster round Mahiyangana or Munissaram, Aluvihara or Kattragam, what was the origin
and history of cloth manufacture in the Island or of the cocoa palm. Kotte and Sitawaka, in comparatively recent
times, witnessed the heroic resistance of our people and kings to foreign invaders from generation to generation.
The names of these places waken no emotion in our hearts. We think of Kotte mainly as the suburb which
supplies the children of Colombo with nurses. Sitawaka, rich not only in the memories of this struggle but in the
romance of Queen Sita’s captivity and rescue in a bygone millennium, is lost in the unromantic tea-district of
Avissawella.
Robert Knox, a little over two centuries ago, spent many years of captivity in Ceylon, little dreaming of the
destiny that awaited his countrymen here, and has recorded his experiences in one of the most interesting works in
English literature. Few read the book, fewer still know the spot where he lived in captivity and buried his father.
It is scarcely creditable to us to remain in such profound ignorance of the history of our Motherland and to be
so indifferent to our past and surroundings. It is a great loss, for not only is the history of Ceylon among the
oldest, most interesting and fascinating in the world, going back twenty-four centuries, but no people can break
with its past as we are trying to do. It has been truly said:
“A people without a past is as a ship without ballast.”
How dreary, too, is the life of many of our educated men and women, with eyes fixed and ideals formed on
Bayswater and Clapham, and our intellectual food trashy novels and magazines! No wonder that visitors to this
beautiful Island are struck with the absence of originality, of organic life, in our people.
There are signs, however, that the dark fog in which we are content to remain will lift ere long. It is refreshing
to read a Royal College boy protesting in the College Magazine against the exclusion of Ceylon history and
geography from the curriculum of our leading schools.
*
Some time ago the officers of a public department formed themselves into a Society for the promotion of historic study and research. They used to read together and discuss the Mahawansa, the ancient chronicles of Ceylon,
a veritable storehouse of valuable information, of which there is an excellent translation by Turnour and
Wijesinha. Each member was also expected to acquaint himself with all matters of antiquarian or scientific interest in his native village or town and to communicate and discuss them at meetings of the Society. The plan is one
which might with benefit be generally adopted.
Rich treasures of history, ethnology, folklore, botany, geology, zoology await the explorer in every part of the
Island. Our educated men and women can hardly do better than devote some of their leisure to this exploration,
working in co-operation at various centres, discussing the results at local meetings and in journals such as that of
the Royal Asiatic Society. It is work that any intelligent person, however limited his sphere and opportunities, can
take part in. It would give a new zest to our life and surroundings, would furnish abundant material to the R.A.S.
Journal, now almost dying of starvation, and would lay the foundation for a much-needed comprehensive and upto-date account of Ceylon—physical, historical and topographical.
It would help also to recall to us and fix in our minds the great things done by our ancestors.
Thus we may in time recover some of our lost originality and acquire that self-confidence which is indispensable to national progress and national success. It is our good fortune to live under a Government which will foster every attempt in this direction.
In a speech recently delivered by the Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland he happily expressed the imperial policy of
Britain.
There are some people who seem to believe that the only way in which a great Empire can be successfully maintained is by suppressing the various distinct elements of its component parts, in fact by running it as a huge regiment in
which each nation is to lose its individuality and to be brought under a common system of discipline and drill. In my
opinion, we are much more likely to break up an Empire than to maintain it by any such attempt. Lasting strength and
loyalty are not to be secured by any attempt to force into one system or to remould into one type those special characteristics which are the outcome of a nation’s history and of her religious and social conditions, but rather by a full
recognition of the fact that these very characteristics form an essential part of a nation’s life and that under wise guidance and under sympathetic treatment they will enable her to provide her own contribution and to play her special part
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in the life of the Empire to which she belongs.

2
The primitive history of Ceylon is enveloped in fable, yet there is perhaps no country in the world that has
such a long continuous history and civilization.
At a time when the now great nations of the West were sunk in barbarism, or had not yet come into existence,
Ceylon was the seat of an ancient kingdom and religion, the nursery of art, and the centre of Eastern commerce.
Her stupendous religious edifices more than 2,000 years old and, in extent and architectural interest second only
to the structures of Egypt, and her vast irrigation works, attest the greatness and antiquity of her civilization. Her
rich products of nature and art, the beauty of her scenery, her fame as the home of a pure Buddhism, have made
her from remote times the object of interest and admiration to contemporary nations. Merchants, sailors, and pilgrims have in diverse tongues left records of their visits, which confirm in a striking manner the ancient native
chronicles which Ceylon is almost singular among Asiatic lands in possessing.
Ceylon, it is believed, was part of the region of Ophir and Tarshish of the Hebrews, from which King Solomon’s navy supplied him with “gold and silver, ivory, apes, and peacocks”.\fn{ So Kings 10:22. A note reads: The Hebrew
word used for peacock (tuki) is unmistakably the Tamil word tokei; while the word for apes (kapi) is the Sanskrit and Tamil kapi; and the
word for ivory (shen habbim, the tooth of the habb) is the Sanskrit ibham and Tamil ibam} To the ancient Greeks and Romans the

Island was known by the name of Taprobane, by which name it is described by Onesicritus, Diodorus Siculus,
Ovid, Strabo, Pliny, Ptolemy and others—a name, too, familiar to English readers through Milton:
Embassies from regions far remote,
From India and the golden Chersonese,
And from utmost Indian isle, Taprobane.

The name is a corruption of Tamba-panni, one of the names given to Ceylon in the Sinhalese chronicles. It is
explained in the Mahawansa as derived from tamba-panayo (copper-palmed), having been given to the Island by
Wijaya and his followers, who, “exhausted by sea sickness and faint from weakness, had landed out of their vessel supporting themselves on the palms of their hands pressed on the ground—hence their palms became coppercoloured.”
A fanciful explanation.
On the opposite coast of India there is a river still called Tamraparni, and the name may have been brought to
Ceylon by the early Tamil settlers, a common practice among colonists in ancient and modern times. Vergil in his
Aeneid makes Aeneas, on landing in Italy, express surprise at seeing a little Troy, another Pergamus and another
river Xanthus:
Parvam Trojam simulataque magnis Pergama et arentem Xanthi cognomine rivum Adgnosco.

How many English and Scotch names of places have been introduced into Ceylon by British colonists!
The Arabs called Ceylon Serendib and the Portuguese Ceilao. The names are probably derived from Sinhala or
Sihalam (changed to Selan and Seren) and DwiPa (an Island) changed to dib. To the inhabitants of the neighbouring continent of India it was known centuries before the Christian era by the name of Lanka (the resplendent),
the name it still bears among the native inhabitants, both Sinhalese and Tamil. The Siamese have added the honorific Tewa, calling the Island Tewa Lanka, “Divine Lanka”. To the Chinese Ceylon was “the Island of jewels”, to
the Greeks “the land of the hyacinth and the ruby”, to the Indian Buddhist “the pearl upon the brow of India”.
*
The traditions respecting the Island are many and curious.
The orthodox Buddhist believes that every one of the four Buddhas of the present cycle, from Kakusanda to
Gautama, visited Ceylon and instructed its inhabitants, and that Gautama Buddha left on Adam’s Peak his
footprint as an undying memorial of his third and last visit.
The Hindus claim the footprint as that of Siva, whose shrine was probably established there or revived by
Samana or Lakshmana, one of the heroes of the Ramayana and the reputed guardian of the peak. From him it was
called Samana-kuta even prior to the visit of the second Buddha, and is still called Samanala by the Sinhalese.
The Mohammedans, continuing a tradition inherited from some of the early Christians, are equally positive
that the footprint is that of Adam, and that Ceylon was the cradle of the human race, the elysium provided for
Adam and Eve to console them for the loss of Eden—a tradition which somewhat softened the bitterness of the
exile of Arabi Pasha and his fellow Egyptians during their internment in the Island from 1883 to 1901.
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*
The earliest Indian tradition about Ceylon is recorded in the Skanda Purana, the story of the rise and fall of a
mighty and wicked Titan, for whose overthrow Skanda or Kartikeya, the god of war and wisdom, was incarnated.
The echoes of that contest live in a remote forest shrine in the south-eastern corner of the Island, called after
him Kartikeya Grama or Kataragama, where after his victory he wooed and won a chieftain’s daughter, who
shares with him the worship of millions from Kashmere to Ceylon, and with whom the Sinhalese priests
(kapuralas) of the shrine proudly claim kinship.
The southern bank of the Kalutara river near its mouth (Kalutara South Railway Station) is still locally called
Velapura, the city of the lance-god (the lance being his favourite weapon), and marks the limit of his territory,
while the opposite bank of the river is assigned to his enemies, and is called Desestara, a corruption of Devasatru
(“the enemies of the gods”).
The next Indian tradition, later by many centuries, is that of the Ramayana, the celebrated epic of Valmiki,
which relates the abduction of Sita, a North Indian queen, by Ravana, King of Ceylon, the invasion of Ceylon by
her husband Rama, and her recovery after a sanguinary war and the slaughter of Ravana. The bridge said to have
been constructed for the passage of Rama’s army to Ceylon is the Adam’s Bridge of English maps. It touches the
Island of Rameswaram, where, on his return from Ceylon, Rama established a shrine to Siva, perhaps the most
frequented of all the sacred spots in India, and over which and Adam’s Bridge a railway will at no distant date run,
linking India and Ceylon in closer bonds. At Munissaram, in the Chilaw District [already an ancient (mun) shrine
of Siva (Isvara), as its name implies], Rama is said to have worshipped on his way to battle with Ravana.
The purity of Sita’s character and her devotion to her husband have made her the national heroine, as he is the
national hero, of India, and thousands still pass in reverent pilgrimage over their route to Ceylon. Sita’s name lives
in Ceylon in Sita-talawa (Sita’s plain) and Sita-ela (Sita’s stream) and Sita-kunt (Sita’s pond, between Nuwara
Eliya and Hakgala, where she is said to have been confined by Ravana) and in Sitawaka (Avissawella).
*
Both the Skanda Purana and the Ramayana represent Ceylon as a huge continent, a tradition not unsupported
by science. The geology and fauna of the Island point clearly to a time when Ceylon was part of an Oriental
Continent, which stretched in unbroken land from Madagascar to the Malay Archipelago and northwards to the
present valley of the Ganges. The valley was then occupied by a sea spreading westward across Persia, Arabia,
and the Sahara Desert, and forming the southern limit of the Palæ-arctic Continent, which embraced Europe,
North Africa and North Asia. In the course of ages the greater part of the Oriental Continent was submerged in the
sea, leaving Ceylon as a fragment in the centre, with, on one side, the Maldives, Laccadives, Seychelles,
Mauritius, and Madagascar, themselves separated from one another by hundreds of miles of sea, and, on the other,
the Malay Islands; while the Ganges valley was upheaved, making North and South India one land and, later,
Ceylon itself was separated from South India by a narrow sea.
The greater part of Ceylon is said in the Ramayana to have been submerged in the sea in punishment of
Ravana’s misdeeds, and the Great Basses Lighthouse, which stands out on a solitary rock in the south-east sea of
Ceylon, is still called Ravana’s Fort. The meridian of Lanka of the Indian astronomers, which was reputed to pass
through Ravana’s capital, passes through the Maldive Islands at 75° 53’ 15” East Greenwich, quite four hundred
miles from the present western limit of Ceylon. On this coast the Sinhalese chronicles record extensive submersion by the sea in the reigns of Panduwasa (c. 500 BC) and Kelani Tissa (200 BC) At this latter period Kelani is
said to have been at a distance of “seven gaus” (28 miles) from the sea.
The guardian deities of Lanka having become indignant with Tissa, King of Kelaniya, (for the unjust execution of a
Buddhist Elder), the sea began to encroach. 100,000 seaport towns (patunugam), 970 fishers’ villages, and 470 villages
of pearl fishers, making altogether eleven-twelfths of Lanka, were submerged by the great sea. Mannar escaped
destruction: of sea-port towns Katupiti Madampe.

3
The first historical event recorded in the chronicles is the landing of Wijaya, the discarded scion of a royal race
in Northern India and the founder of the first known dynasty in Ceylon.
This event is assigned to the year 544 BC, about the time that Cyrus, the founder of the Persian Empire, permitted the captive Jews to return from Babylonia to Jerusalem.\fn{ The date ot Wijaya’s arrival is said by the Buddhist
chroniclers to have occurred on the day or Gautama Buddha’s death, which event tradition gives as 544 BC, but which more probably
occurred about 478 BC} Over the period that intervened between the invasion of Rama and the arrival of Wijaya—

and which, according to the Sinhalese traditions covered about 1,844 years—an impenetrable darkness, hangs.
It has been usual to regard Wijaya and his followers as arriving in Ceylon from Bengal. There is hardly any
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warrant for this belief beyond the fact that his grandmother was a princess of Wanga (Bengal). The traditions reported in the ancient chronicles of the Dipawansa and Mahawansa point rather to Guzerat in the Bombay
Presidency as his country of origin and departure.
The Princess of Bengal is reputed to have run away from home and joined a caravan, and while traveling in a
wilderness in the “Lala-rata,” (the old name of Guzerat) was carried off by “a lion,” probably a bandit of the
woods, with whom she lived in a cave, bearing him a son and a daughter.\fn{ The Sinhalese thus trace their origin to a lion,
as the Romans of old traced theirs to twins nurtured by a wolf } When they grew up, they ran away with their mother.
The lion roamed the villages, to the terror of the inhabitants, in search of his offspring and was finally slain by
the son himself, a feat which is said to have earned for him and his descendants their name of Sinhala, the lionslayer. He then established himself as King of “Lala- rata,” and Wijaya was his second son. He “became a lawless
character” and had to be expelled by the King with 700 of his comrades and their wives and children.
The ships containing the women and children drifted to “Nagadipa” and “Mahilarata,” probably the modern
Laccadive and Maldive Islands. The men landed at “Supparaka” (the modern Surat in the Bombay Presidency)
and at “Barukachcha,” the modern Broach, and at both ports so misbehaved that they had to be expelled by the
inhabitants.
They took ship again and landed at last at “Tambapanni’ in Ceylon. This port is located by some on the northwestern coast near Puttalam,. and by others on the south-eastern coast, at the mouth of the Kirinde-Oya. The
Dutch historian Valentyn placed it in Tamblegam of Trincomalie district, in old times called Tamanatota and the
sea-port of Tamankaduwa.
*
At the time that Wijaya arrived in Ceylon, it was inhabited by a race called Yakkhas or Nagas, of whom very
little is known.
They were a branch of a prehistoric, probably Dravidian, race which colonized South India and Ceylon. The
term “Yaksha,” which is the Sanskrit original of “Yakkha,” is in the Ramayana and other Indian traditions applied
to a race of spirits whose chief was Kuvera, King of Lanka, who was dispossessed by his half-brother, the famous
Ravana, and is now regarded as the regent of the Northern quarter of the world and as the god of wealth.
The Yakshas were akin to, if not identical with, the Nagas, the Dragon race. They appear to have attained a
high state of civilization, and the names of Negapatam in the Madras Presidency, of Nagpore in, the Central
Provinces of India and of the Naga hills, the north-easterly offshoot of the Himalayas, attest the wide extent of the
ancient Naga dominion. Long before the Wijayan invasion Mahiyangana (now called Alutnuwara) in the Bintenna
division of Uva had been one of their chief cities, and Gautama Buddha on his first visit to Ceylgn is said to have
descended on “the agreeable Mahanaga garden, the assembling place of the Yakkhas,” a site marked by the ruins
of a great dagoba built about 300 BC, and still a great place of .Buddhist pilgrimage. It was the M aagrammum of
Ptolemy, who describes it as “the metropolis of Taprobane beside the great river” (Mahaweli-ganga). The modern
representatives of this ancient race are the fast dwindling Veddas or wild men of Ceylon and the Bhils, Santals and
other wild tribes of India.
Wijaya on his arrival married (under circumstancest which recall the meeting of Ulysses and Circe in the
Odyssey), Kuveni, a Yakkha princess of great beauty and much influence among her countrymen. With her aid he
suppressed the Yakkhas and established his power, fixing his capital at Tambapanni, also called Tamananuwara.
He then basely discarded her for a Tamil princess of South India.
Kuveni, seeking refuge among her own people whom she had betrayed, was killed by them.
Another tradition says that the deserted queen flung herself, with curses on her husband, from a rock called
after her Yakdessa gala (“the rock of the Yakkha’s curse”), and which is one of the hills that give picturesqueness
to the town of Kurunegala. Tonigala, “the rock of lamentations,” and Vilakatupota, “the vale of tears,” both in the
Kurunegala District, are also associated with her sorrows. Kuveni Asna, which relates the story of her love and
sorrows, says that in agonizing shrieks she wailed:
When shipwrecked and forlorn, I found thee and thy men food and home. I helped thee to rout the Yakkhas and
raised thee to be king. Pledging me thy troth, thou madest me thy spouse. Didst not thou know then, that I was of the
Yakkha race? Loving thee with unquenchable love and living in such love, I bore thee children. How canst thou leave
me and love another? The gentle rays of the rising full moon are now to me the blaze of a red-hot ball of iron; the cool
spicy breezes of the sandal groves are hot and unwelcome; the cuckoo’s sweet song pierces my ears as with a spear.
Alas, how can I soothe my aching heart!

4
Wijaya’s successors, like him, were adherents of the Brahminical faith, and took their consorts from the
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ancient and powerful Pandyan dynasty of South India, whose sovereigns, from their enlightened encouragement
of literature, have been called the Ptolemies of India. The alliance was indispensable for the development of
Ceylon, and was probably the justification of Wijaya’s ingratitude to the Yakkha queen.
The cultivation of rice was among the first cares of King Wijaya. The grain was then not grown in Ceylon.
When first entertained by the ill-fated queen Kuveni, he is said in the chronicles to have been served with rice
gathered from the wrecks of ships. Even 250 years later the production of rice was so limited that King
Dewanampiyatissa is said to have received from the Emperor Asoka of Northern India 160 loads of hill paddy.
The Tamils, however, on the mainland had made great advance in rice cultivation. A branch of the Vellalas, the
old ruling caste of Tamil-land, claims to have received the grain and instruction in its cultivation from the goddess
Parvati, and still calls itself by the title of pillai (her children), for so she deigned to call them when granting the
boon. The Tamil name of the grain (arisi) was adopted into the Greek language as ——, and through the Latin
oryza has passed into modern European languages (French riz, English rice, &c.).
Tamil colonies of agriculturists and artificers were imported in large numbers, and rice and other cultivation
introduced. Irrigation works were constructed. In order to secure the organized and continuous labour necessary
for their maintenance, the patriarchal village system, which still remains in a modified form, under the name
gansabhawa, was introduced. Large military forces were subsidized; and the highest offices of State thrown open
to the new allies.
The civil and military administration of the Island thus organized and the resources developed, Ceylon rose
gradually to a high state of prosperity and civilization. The Island was divided into three great ratas or regions:
the Pihita or Raja rata, so called from its containing the established (pihita) seats of royalty (raja), and
comprising the whole region to the north of the Mahaweliganga; the Rohuna rata, bounded on the east and south
by the sea and on the North and West by the Mahaweliganga and Kaluganga, and including the mountain zone to
which the land rose from the seacoast like a ladder (rohuna); and the Maya rata, between the Dedura Oya and
Kaluganga, the western sea and the mountain ranges and the Mahaweliganga on the east.
*
Throughout the twenty-four centuries of native rule rice cultivation was the principal concern of king and
people and one of the noblest of callings. Kings themselves drove the plough. To build tanks and construct watercourses were regarded as the wisest and most beneficent acts of a good ruler. The extensive ruins scattered in
profusion in the ancient kingdoms attest the bounteous care of the kings and the lavish expenditure of money and
labour on the national industry, and the names of these kings live in the grateful recollection of the people as
benefactors of their race and country.
Great as these irrigation works were, the greatest perhaps in the world, they did not altogether prevent famine
in times of severe drought. The native chronicles report the singular manner in which a Sinhalese sovereign (Sri
Sangabodhi Raja, c. 252 AD), on one such occasion, manifested his sympathy with his suffering people:
Having at that time learned that the people were suffering from the effects of a drought, this benevolent king,
throwing himself down on the ground in the square of the Mahathupa, pronounced this vow:
“Although I lose my life thereby, from this spot I will not rise until rain shall have fallen sufficient to raise me on its
flood from the earth.”
Accordingly the ruler of the land remained prostrate on the ground, and the rain cloud instantly poured down his
showers. Throughout the land the earth was deluged. But even then he would not. rise, as he was not completely
buoyed up on the surface of the water. So the officers of the household blocked the drains of the square. Thereupon
being lifted by the water, this righteous king rose. In this manner did this all-compassionate sovereign dispel the horrors
of the drought.

*
About 437 BC, the capital of Ceylon’ was transferred by king Pandukabhaya, fifth in Wijaya’s line, to
Anuradhapura, the Anurogrammum of Ptolemy, originally founded by one of Wijaya’s followers.
The city organization was fairly complete and gives proof of no mean administrative capacity as well as
advance in sanitary science. The king appointed his uncle, Nagaraguttika, the Mayor of the city.
“From that time there have been,” says the Mahawansa, “Nagaraguttikas in the capital.”
Anuradhapura may thus claim to have been among the oldest municipal corporations in the world.
A great marsh was deepened and converted into a tank called Jaya. Friendly relations were established with the
aboriginal Yakkhas, and their chiefs were given important offices.
He formed the four suburbs of the city and the Abhaya tanks and to the west-ward of the place the great cemetery,
and the place of execution and punishment. He employed a body of five hundred chandalas (out-castes) to be scavengers of the city and two hundred chandalas to be night-men, one hundred and fifty chandalas to be carriers of eorpses,
and the same number of chandalas at the cemetery. He formed a village for them on the northwest of the cemetery, and
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they constantly performed every work according to the directions of the king. To the northeast of this village he
established a village of Nichi ckandalas to serve as cemetery-men to the out-castes. To the northward of that cemetery
and between it and the Pasana mountain, a range of buildings was at the same time constructed for the king’s huntsmen.
To the northward of these he formed the Gamini tank. He also constructed a dwelling for the various classes of
devotees. To the eastward the king built a residence for the Brahman Jotiya, the Chief Engineer. In the same quarter a
Nigantha devotee named Giri and many Pasandaka devotees dwelt, and the king built a temple for the Nighanta
Kumbandha which was called by his name. To the westward of that temple and the eastward of the huntsmen’s
buildings, he provided a residence for 500 persons of various foreign religions and faiths.

5
While Wijaya and his immediate successors were improving and developing the Island, on the continent of
India the seeds sown by one of the greatest of her sons, Gautama Buddha, about the time that Wijaya left India for
Ceylon, were beginning to bear fruit.
Buddhism, ousting Brahminism [briefly] from its pre-eminence, became the prevailing religion under the great
emperor Asoka (c.320 BC). He has been called the Constantine of Buddhism, an Alexander with Buddhism for his
Hellas, a Napoleon with mettam, all-embracing love, instead of gloire for his guiding light.
His grandfather was Chandragupta, the Sandracottus of the Greek historians, at whose court Megasthenes
representted King Seleucus, general of Alexander the Great and afterwards successor to his Bactrian and Indian
dominions. Inscribed rocks and stone pillars, still found from Kashmere to Orissa, bear testimony to the extent of
Asoka’s empire, the righteousness and wisdom of his rule, and the nobility of his character.
His active benevolence was not limited to the confines of his empire or even to human beings. One of his rock
edicts records the system of medical aid which he established throughout his dominions and adjoining countries;
Ceylon being specially named.
Everywhere within the conquered province of the Raja Piyadasi (Asoka), the beloved of the gods, as well as in the
parts occupied by the faithful, such as Chola, Pida, Satyaputra and Ketalaputra, even as far as Tambapanni (Ceylon),
and moreover within the dominions of Antiochus the Greek, everywhere the heaven-beloved king’s double system of
medical aid is established, both medical aid for men and medical aid for animals, together with the medicaments of all
sorts suitable for men and for animals. And whereever there is not (such provision), in all such places they shall be
prepared and planted, both root-drugs and herbs. And in the public highways wells shall be dug and trees planted for
the accommodation of men and animals.

A second inscription appoints officers to watch over domestic life and public morality and to promote
instruction among the women, as well as the youth. The essence of religion is declared to consist in reverence to
father and mother and spiritual teacher, kindness to servants and dependents, to the aged, to the orphan and
destitute, and to Brahmins and sramans (Buddhist monks), and tenderness to all living creatures:
and this is the true religious devotion, this the sum of religious instruction, viz., that it shall increase the mercy and
charity, the truth and purity, the kindness and honesty of the world.

Another inscription records how he sent forth missionaries “to the utmost limits of the barbarian countries” for
the spread of the religion of Buddha and directs the missionaries to mix equally with soldiers, Brahmins and beggars, with the dreaded and the despised, both within the kingdom and in foreign countries, teaching better things.
But conversion is to be effected by persuasion, not by the sword. Tolerance is inculcated on the ground that
all faiths aim at moral restraint and purity of life, although all cannot be equally successful in attaining to it. … A man
must honor his own faith without blaming that of his neighbour, and thus will but little that is wrong occur. There are
even circumstances under which the faith of others should be honoured, and in acting thus a man increases his own
faith and weakens that of others. He who acts differently, diminishes his own faith and injures that of another.

Buddhism, as Sir W. Hunter observes,
was at once the most intensely missionary religion in the world and the most tolerant.. The character of a proselytizing
faith which wins its victories by peaceful means, so strongly impressed upon it by Asoka, has remained a prominent
feature of Buddhism to the present day.

By other edicts Asoka prohibits the slaughter of animals for food or sacrifice, he orders a quinquennial humiliation of the people and a republication of the great moral precepts of the Buddhistic creed; he inculcates the true
happiness to be found in virtue and that the imparting of virtue is the greatest of all charitable gifts; he contrasts
the vain and transitory glory of this world with the reward for which he strives and looks beyond. No sovereign in
18

history save perhaps Marcus Aurelius, the Stoic philosopher, who shed lustre on the throne of the Caesars five
hundred years later, was animated by so high an ideal of kingly duty. Asoka also collected the body of Buddhistic
doctrine into an authoritative version in the Magadhi or Pali language of his central kingdom, a version which for
over 2,000 years has formed the Canon of the Southern, including Ceylon, Buddhists.
*
At the beginning of the third century before Christ the reigning prince of Ceylon, the saintly Tissa, “beloved of
the gods,” Devanam-piyatissa, became a convert to Buddhism. At his request the Emperor Asoka sent his son
Maliinda (307 BC) to Ceylon to preach the faith, and later his daughter Sanghamitta as a missionary to the women
of Ceylon. By the zeal and eloquence of this noble pair of missionaries Buddhism became established in the
Island.
The consummation of that achievement was the arrival (288 BC) of a branch of the sacred Bo-tree (Ficus
religiosa), under the shade of which Gautama Buddha had attained wisdom. The branch, planted with great pomp
and ceremony at Anuradhapura, still flourishes there, the oldest historical tree in the world, and the object of
profound veneration to millions of Buddhists throughout the world. To this tree, the symbol of Buddha’s noble life
and teaching, Anuradhapura through all its vicissitudes of centuries owes its escape from the oblivion which has
overtaken other mighty cities and kingdoms. So true is it, as Goethe has said, that
Ein geistreich aufgeschlossenes Wort
Wirkt auf die Ewigken

Perhaps under a renewed impulse of the same spiritual force Anuradhapura may again witness a revival of her
ancient splendour.
*
Eight miles from Anuradhapura, by a road which in the Via Sacra of the Buddhist world, stands the Mihintale
mountain, revered as the scene of the first interview between the saint Mahinda and his royal convert. A noble
flight of steps, more than a thousand in number, leads from the base to the highest peak, which is crowned by the
Ambasthala dagoba, which enshrines the saint’s ashes and commands a view of majestic grandeur. Nearby are
rock buildipgs which served as retreats for the monks. Inscriptions, still legible, tell us somewhat of their mode .of
life. None who destroyed life were permitted to live near the mountain; special offices were allotted various servants and workmen; accounts were to be strictly kept and examined at an assembly of priests; certain allowances
of money to every person engaged in the temple service were made for the purchase of flowers, so that none
might appear without an offering; cells are assigned to the readers, expounders and preachers; hours of rising, of
meditation and ablution are prescribed; careful attention to food and diet for the sick is enjoined; there are
instructtions to servants of every kind, warders, receivers of revenue, clerks, watchmen, physicians, surgeons,
laundry men and others. The minuteness of detail gives an excellent idea of the completeness of arrangement for
the orderly and beautiful keeping of the venerated place.
6
In the year 237 BC, the troubles of the Wijaya dynasty began.
Two Tamil chiefs in the employ of the king killed him and usurped his throne, which they jointly occupied for
twenty-two years, when they were dethroned and slain and the original dynasty was restored.
The Tamils re-established themselves ten years later under Elala, a prince of the Chola dynasty. The dethroned
dynasty took refuge in Magampattu, on the southern coast, where the great tank and dagoba at Tissamaharama
still stand as monuments of their rule. Elala, at Anuradhapura, according to the Buddhist chronicles, though a
heretic,
ruled the kingdom for forty-four years, administering justice impartially to friend and foe.

At the gate of his palace hung, according to the custom of the Chola kings, the Arachchi Mani or “bell of
inquiry,” communicating with the head of his bed and the ringing of which secured immediate inquiry and redress
of grievances. Fables, which the Mahawansa gravely records, grew up that the very birds and beasts sought and
obtained redress. His unbending justice inflicted capital punishment on his son. For an unintentional damage
caused to a Buddhist dagoba by his chariot he offered his own life as atonement, but the aggrieved persons were
pleased to accept other restitution.
The tomb, erected where he fell by his generous foe Dutugemunu, a scion of the old line, is still regarded with
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veneration by the Sinhalese. Says the chronicle:
On reaching the quarter of the city on which it stands, it has been the custom for the monarchs of Lanka to silence their
music, whatever procession they may be.heading.

Well may the Sinhalese be proud of chivalry so rare and unprecedented. So uniformly was this homage
continued, says Tennent, that so lately as 1818, on the suppression of an attempted rebellion against the British
Government, when the defeated aspirant to the throne was making his escape by Anuradhapura, he alighted from
his litter on approaching the quarter in which the monument was known to exist, and although weary and almost
incapable of exertion, not knowing the precise spot, he continued on foot till assured that he had passed far
beyond the ancient memorial.
King Dutugemunu in the epics of Buddhism enjoys a renown second only to Devanampiyatissa. He commemorated his triumph by numerous magnificent buildings dedicated to religion and charity. Of his nine-storeyed
monastery, the Brazen Palace, resting on 1,600 monolithic columns and roofed with plates of brass, a forest of pillars still stands. The ruins of the Ruwanweli and Miriswetiya Dagobas match in greatness and sanctity those of the
Tuparama constructed by Devanampiyatissa to enshrine the collar-bone of Buddha.
Nordid Dutugemunu forget his patron-god of Kattaragama, who had sent him forth to do battle with Elala. His
gratitude raised noble structures over the ancient. shrine and gifted it with rich endowments.
*
After Dutugemunu’s time the Tamils proved a never-ending source of harassment. They made frequent
incursions into Ceylon, and Tamil kings often sat on Wijaya’s throne. Walagam Bahu I (c.104 BC) after a short
reign lost his kingdom, his queen and the most precious treasure in Ceylon, Buddha’s begging-bowl. After 15
years of exile he recovered the two former and in commemoration of his success built the Abhayagiri Dagoba, the
most stupendous of this class of structures, rising originally to a height of 405 feet and its ruins, after a lapse of
2,000 years, standing over 240 feet.
Sometimes, the tide of invasion was rolled back into South India, as by king Gaja Bahu, who (113 AD)
brought back a multitude of captives that the Tamil king had taken, and also a large number of Tamil captives,
whom he settled in Alutkuru korale of the Colombo District, Harispattu and Tumpane of the Kandy District and in
parts of the Kurunegala District.
Gaja Bahu’s triumph is commemorated by a yearly perahera festival which is now continued by the Dalada
Maligawa at Kandy. But the tooth-relic of Buddha which now heads the procession formed no part of it till about
150 years ago.\fn{This was by order of King Kirli Sri Raja Sinha (1747-1780 AD) who did much to revive Buddhism and restored the
almost extinct order of monks by importation from Siam } At this festival a high place has always been held by the goddess
Pattini whose worship was introduced by Gaja Bahu. He brought from India her golden halamba or anklet, copies
of which are the symbols of her worship, and oaths are not infrequently taken on them in courts of justice. No
oath is more dreaded by the Sinhalese peasant.
Gaja Bahu also established in honour of the goddess the great national game of Ankeliya or horn-pulling, held
especially on the occasion of epidemics and conducted on a magnificent scale in the presence of thousands of
spectators. It concludes with a torch-light procession through the infected villages, recalling the “need-fires”
lighted by farmers in England on the occasion of epidemics among cattle. Many a Sinhalese family traces a
hereditary connexion with one or other of the rival factions which in times past celebrated this festival with
boisterous merriment and not infrequently with such riotous excess that the kings had to interfere to check it.
7
In the long line of Ceylon kings none perhaps is so revered as Sri Sanghabbdhi of whose sympathy and love
for his people I have already given a striking illustration.
His death was not unworthy of his life. Renouncing his sovereignty to retire into the woods for religious
contemplation, he was pursued by the fears of his rival who set a price on his head. When many had died through
being mistaken for him, a poor man eager for the reward went in search of the exile and, accidentally meeting him
at Attanagalla but not knowing his identity, mentioned his errand. Sri Sanghabodhi out of compassion for his
poverty and for the many that had died, disclosed himself and severed his own head. This supreme act of selfsacrifice earned for him from his remorse-stricken rival the erection of the celebrated Attanagalla Vihara (not far
from Veyangoda and still a venerated shrine) and the still higher glory that great Sinhalese kings thenceforward
assumed Sri Sanghabodhi as one of their principal titles.
In Sri Sanghabodhi (whom the modern world would perhaps regard as weak and superstitious) the people
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recognised a sovereign who most realized Buddha’s ideals of self-conquest and universal charity, of humility and
self-sacrifice, which he preached in many a sermon and illustrated in many a dialogue and story, and not least in
that beautiful and popular collection known as the jdtaka or birth-stories. Here e.g., is one known as The Banyan
Deer Birth Story.
*
A lady, the mother of Kumara Kassapa, had been unjustly found guilty of immoral conduct and was declared
innocent through the intervention of the Master. Then it is said that the brethren, talking this matter over at
eventide, the Master came there, and learning the subject of their discourse, said “not only has the Tathagata
[Buddha] proved a support and protection to these two [the lady and her son]; formerly also he was the same.”
Then, on request, he revealed that matter, concealed by change of birth.
Once upon a time when king Brahmadatta was reigning in Benares, the Bodhisatta was reborn as a deer, a king
of the deer, by name the Bariyan Deer. The herd of the Banyan Deer was shut in the king’s park, as also another
herd of the Branch Deer. The king of men or his cook went daily to hunt for deer for venison. For each one killed
many were wounded or harassed by the chase.
So the golden-coloured Banyan Deer went to the king Branch Deer and persuaded him to a compact that lots
should be cast and that every day the one deer on whom the lot fell should go voluntarily to the cook’s place of
execution and lay his head upon the block.
And this was done. And so by the daily death of one the rest were saved from torture and distress.
Now one day the lot fell upon a pregnant doe in the Branch Deer’s herd. She applied to the king of the herd to
order that the lot, “which was not meant to fall on two at once,” should pass her by. But he harshly bade her
begone to the block. Then she went to king Banyan Deer and told her piteous tale.
He said he would see to it, and he went himself and laid his head on the block.
Now the king of men had decreed immunity to the kings of the two herds. When the cook saw king Banyan
Deer lying there with his head on the block, he ran and told the king of men, who mounted his chariot and with
his retinue hurried to the spot, and said:
“My friend, king Banyan Deer, did I not grant your life? Why are you here?” Then the king of the deer told
him all. And the king of men was greatly touched, and said:
“Rise up. I grant you your lives, both to you and to her.” Then the rejoinder came:
“But though two be thus safe, what shall the rest of the herds do, O king of men?”
So they also obtained security. And when the Banyan Deer had likewise procured protection for all the various
sorts of living things, he extolled the king of men to justice and mercy, preaching the truth to him “with the grace
of a Buddha.” And the doe gave birth to a son, beautiful as buds of flowers, and he went playing with the Branch
Deer’s herd. Then his mother exhorted him:
Follow rather the Banyan Deer;
Cultivate not the Branch!
Death, with the Banyan, were better far
Than, with the Branh, long life.

And the Banyan Deer made a compact with the men that wherever leaves were tied round a field the deer
should not trespass, and he made all the deer keep to the bargain. From that time, they say, the sign of the tying of
leaves was seen in the fields.
Then the Master identified the characters.
He who was then the Branch Deer is now Devadatta [a schismatic], his herd the members of the order who followed
him in his schism; the doe is now Kumara Kassapa’s mother; the deer she gave birth to is now her son Kumara
Kassapa; the king of the men is Ananda [Buddha’s favorte disciple], and Banyan, the king of the deer, was I myself.

8
The Buddhist scriptures, known as the Tripitaka or the Three Baskets or Collections, were, 88 BC, reduced to
writing and so protected from the corruptions and errors inseparable from oral tradition. This was done at the
romantic cave-temple of Alu Vihara in the Matale District by 500 learned and saintly monks assembled by order
of Walagam Bahu I. This did not, however, prevent the growth of schism which even in his time had manifested
itself, having its headquarters in the Abhayagiri Vihara which he founded and which set itself up against the
ancient seat of orthodoxy, the Maha Vihara. The dissensions increased as time went on.
From the beginning of the 3rd century AD the Buddhist church was distracted by a heresy called the Wytulian.
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Of its nature little is known, but it was deemed sufficiently grave to call forth extreme measures of persecution
from the Sinhalese kings, hitherto so tolerant. The heresy, however, time after time reasserted itself till about 275
AD. It even found a champion in the king Maha Sen. He dispossessed the orthodox monks, overthrew their great
monastery, the Brazen Palace, and with its materials constructed buildings for the heretics.
A popular revolt compelled him to retrace his steps and to make ample amends. He restored the buildings he
had destroyed, erected new monasteries and nunneries, constructed the stately Jetawanarama Dagoba and
numerous tanks including the vast lakes of Mineri and Kantalai and made gifts without limit to the orthodox
monks. A grateful people have awarded him divine honors and worship him as an incarnation of the Kattaragam
god under the name Minneri Sami.
*
On his death (301 AD) ended the Great Line or Mahawansa, and the Little Line or Suluwansa began, in the
veins of whose sovereigns no longer ran (according to the Chronicles) the pure blood of the Solar Dynasty.
To this line, however, belonged many illustrious kings, among whom were the painter and sculptor-king Detu
Tissa (330 AD) and the great surgeon Buddhadasa (339 AD) The Sinhalese kings from the earliest times, mindful
of the health of their subjects, maintained systems of medical aid, following in the footsteps of their great
exemplar the Indian Emperor Asoka. King Dutugemunu (200 BC) on his deathbed relates among his meritorious
acts:
I have daily maintained at 18 different places hospitals provided with suitable diet, and medicines prepared by medical
practitioners for the infirm.

A rock inscription at Mihintale (c.362 AD) records that a physician and surgeon were borne in the establishment of great monasteries. King Buddhadasa is said
to have entertained for mankind at large the compassion a parent feels for his children. He rendered happy the indigent
by distribution of riches, protected the rich in their property and life, patronized the virtuous, discountenanced the
wicked, and comforted the diseased by providing medical relief.

He composed a great work, still extant, on surgery, called Saraththasangaha. He extended the benefit of his
surgical skill to the lowest castes and even animals. He provided hospitals and medical practitioners in all
villages, and on the main roads asylums for the crippled, deformed and destitute.
This policy was continued by the great Parakrama Bahu (1150 A.D.) of whom the Mahawansa records:
And this ruler of men built further a large hall that could contain many hundreds of sick persons, and provided it
also with all things that were needful, as stated underneath. To every sick person he allowed a male and a female servant, that they might minister to him by day and by night, and furnish him with the physic that was necessary and with
divers kinds of food. And many store houses also did he build therein, filled with grain and other things, and with all
things that were needful for medicine. And he also made provision for the maintenance of wise and learned physicians
who were versed in all knowledge and skilled in searching out the nature of diseases. And he took care to discern the
different wants of the sick, and caused the physicians to minister to them, as seemed necessary, both by day and night.
And it was his custom, on the four Sabbaths (Uposatha days) of every month, to cast off his king’s robes, and after that
he had solemnly undertaken to observe the precepts, to purify himself snd put on a clean garment, and visit that hall
together with his ministers. And, being endued with a heart full of kindness, he would look at the sick with an eye of
pity, and, being eminent in wisdom and skilled in the art of healing, he would call before him the physicians that were
employed there and inquire fully of the manner of their treatment. And if so be that it happened that the treatment that
they had pursued was wrong, the king, who was the best of teachers, would point out wherein they had erred, and, giving reasons therefor, would make clear to them the course that they should have pursued according to science; also to
some sick persons he would give physic with his own hands. Likewise also he would inquire of the health of all those
that were sick, and unto such as were cured of their diseases he would order raiment to be given. And as he desired
greatly to gain merit, he would partake of merit at the hands of the physicians, and impart his own merit to them, and
then return to his own palace. In this manner, indeed, did this merciful king, free from disease himself, cure the sick of
their divers diseases from year to year.

9
In the beginning of the 5th century AD two notable visitors arrived in the Island. The only commentaries on
the Tripitaka existed in Ceylon. In search of them came to Anuradhapura, about 400 A.D., the learned Brahmin
Buddhaghosa, “theVoice of Buddha,” from Northern India. He gave a decided impetus to Buddhist learning by
translating the commentaries and composing others, and his works are regarded as absolute authorities in the
interpretation of the Buddhist scriptures. He may be regarded as the second founder of Buddhism in Ceylon.
About 412 AD, the Chinese monk-traveller Fa-Hian landed in Ceylon, with which his countrymen had for
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centuries maintained continuous commercial and religious intercourse. He visited Anuradhapura, then in its glory,
and remained there two years engaged in transcribing the sacred books. He has vividly described the splendour
and magnificence of Anuradhapura and of the national religion and the prosperity of the Island. Two hundred
years later, when another Chinese traveller, Hiouen-thsang, visited India, he met numbers of exiles from Ceylon,
who informed him that they had fled from civil commotions in the Island, in which the religion had undergone
persecution, the king had lost his life, cultivation had been interrupted, and the Island exhausted by famine.
*
In the reign of King Dhatusena (461-479 AD) the great chronicle of the Mahawansa was composed by his
uncle, the monk Mahanama from annals and traditions then extant. In the two chief monasteries in Anuradhapura,
the Great Minster and the North Minster, the canonical books had been handed down from generation to
generation in Pali, with commentaries upon them, in Sinhalese, interspersed with mnemonic verses in Pali. In the
third century AD someone collected such of the Pali verses as referred to the history of Ceylon, piecing them
together by other verses to make a consecutive narrative. The poem thus constructed was called the Dipávansa,
the Island Chronicle.
Shortly afterwards the celebrated Buddhaghosa, arriving from India, rewrote in Pali the Sinhalese commentaries, which are now lost. In his work, which has supplanted them, we may trace the ancient tradition. He quotes
from the old Sinhalese commentary a number of mnemonic verses also contained in the Dipávansa and gives in
Pali the substance of the Sinhalese prose with which they had been originally accompanied. On the basis of these
works and of popular legends, Mahanama, a literary artist, who lived a generation after Budahaghosa, wrote the
Maháwansa, which is really an epic poem of remarkable merit, with the national idol, Dutugemunu, the
conqueror of the invading hosts of the Tamils, as his hero. What he says of other kings, and of Asoka amongst
them, is only by way of introduction or of epilogue to the main story. .
It is written in Pali verse and covers the period BC 543 to AD 301. It was continued by order of Parakrama
Bahu II of Dambadeniya up to about 1262 AD by the monk Dharmakirtti, and again to about 1295 in the reign of
Pandita Parakrama. Bahu IV of Kurunegala, and lastly to 1758 by the monk Tibbotuwawa by order of King
Kirttisri. It may be said of the writers of these chronicles, as Hume said of the old English chroniclers:
The monks who lived remote from public affairs, considered the civil transactions as subservient to the ecclesiastical
and were strongly affected with credulity, with the love of wonder, and with a propensity to imposture.

The last remark perhaps does injustice to these simple Buddhist monks who seem to have fully believed what
they wrote and from whom it would be unreasonable to expect that sort of historical training which is of quite
recent growth even in Europe.
The translation made of the Maháwansa by George Turnour of the Ceylon Civil Service and published in 1837
constitutes a great landmark in Oriental archæology and history. From him invaluable help was derived by James
Prinsep who was then wearing himself out in his enthusiastic efforts to decipher the coins and inscriptions of
India, while the very alphabets and dialects were as yet uncertain. Without the help of Turnour’s Maháwansa the
striking identification of King Piyadasi of the inscriptions with the King Asoka of history could never have been
made, and ancient Indian history would still be in a maze.
Excavations by General Cunningham in the topes (brick burial mounds) of Sanchi in Central India have
furnished striking and unexpected confirmation of the Maháwansa. In a court record the chronicler gives the
names of the missionaries sent out by Tissa, son of Moggali, the President of the third Convocation held by
Asoka. They were sent to Kashmir, to Kandahar, to the Himalaya, to the border lands on the Indus, to Burma, to
South India and Ceylon. Each party consisted of a leader and four assistants. Of the five missionaries to the
Himalayan region three are named as Majjhima, Kassapagotta, and Dundubhissara.
Now General Cunningham found buried at Sanchi funeral urns containing ashes of the distinguished persons in
whose honour the topes had been built. One of the urns bore an inscription in letters of the 3 rd century BC with the
simple legend:
Of the good man Kassapagotta, the teacher of all the Himalayan region.

On another urn is the legend:
Of the good man Majjhima;

on another:
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Of the good man, Gotiputta of the Himalaya, successor of Dundubhissara.

10
In the sixth century AD, the first mention occurs in the native chronicles of coconut plantations, destined to
form a fruitful source of wealth to future generations.
The coconut palm is not indigenous to Ceylon. Its original habitat was the tropical Islands of the Pacific, from
which it has extended to the coast of the East and West Indies, Ceylon and tropical America. This wide
distribution was favoured by the peculiar triangular shape of the fruit, which dropping into the sea from trees
growing on any shore would be carried by tides and currents to be cast up and vegetate on distant coasts.
In Ceylon the plant first grew on the southern coast, which is the coast most exposed to such currents. King
Agrabodhi (c.564 AD) is credited by the chronicler with having made a coconut plantation 36 miles in extent in
the south of the Island, probably near Weligama, where a vihara contains a supposed memorial of the king. This
policy was continued in the twelfth century by King Parakrama Bahu, who formed a coconut plantation from
Bentote to the Kaluganga, and in later times by the Dutch rulers of the Island.
*
The Tamil influence remained supreme at Anuradhapura from the seventh century till at last in 769 AD, about
the time of the first invasion of Spain by the Saracens, the city was abandoned to the Tamils and the capital
transferred to Polonnaruwa, or Pulastyanagara, the site probably of a prehistoric city named after Pulastya, the
grandfather of Ravana. Polonnaruwa soon rivalled Anuradhapura in magnificence. But the Tamil inroads
continued, and about the time of the Norman Conquest of England the Sinhalese king was taken captive, and
Polonnaruwa was made a viceroyalty of the Chola kings of India.
Gradually, the Sinhalese rule was re-established at Polonnaruwa. Here in the twelfth century ruled the greatest
of the Sinhalese kings, Parakrama Bahu. An adept in all the arts of statesmanship and war, his happy genius
followed every track with like success. He reconquered Ceylon from the Tamils and established peace, so that, as
an inscription on the rock at Oambulla records,
even a woman might traverse the Island with a precious jewel and not be asked what it was.

He carried his victorious standards into South India, Cambodia, and Siam. Vast ruins still extant, but rarely
visited, bear witness to his power and piety. His career, fit theme for an epic poem, is hardly remembered save by
the antiquarian.
When shall a Sinhalese valmiki arise to sing the story of Parakrama’s glorious life and fix it among the imperishable traditions of the Sinhalese race?
It was not long before Polonnaruwa, too, had to be abandoned to the Tamils, who came now not from the old
seats of the Pandya and Chola dynasties, but from Kalinga (Northern Circars). Their domination was marked, if
the chronicles are to be believed, by more than ordinary cruelty.
Like the giants of Mara they destroyed the kingdom and the religion of the land. Alas, alas! … The whole island
resembled a dwelling in flames or a house darkened by funeral rites.

Cries which recall the wails of the Saxon chronicles of England during the Norman rule at about the same
period.
The land was filled with devils and evil men. Never was there more misery and never acted heathens worse than
these. … The earth bore no corn, you might as well have tilled the sea, for the land was all ruined by such deeds, and it
was said openly that Christ and his Saints slept.

The uneasy seat of government in Ceylon had to be shifted from time to time to Oambadeniya, Yapahu,
Kurunegala, (the two first, like the third, in the Kurunegala District), Gampola, Kotte, Sitawaka, and finally
Kandy.
11
Among the kings of this later time a high place must be given to Parakrama Bahu II of Oambadeniya, who was
not only like his great namesake a warrior and an administrator, but also a great scholar and, like his father Wijaya
Bahu III, a patron of learning.
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The latter is reported in the Raja Ratnakari to have
established a school in every village and charged the priests who superintended the same to take nothing from the learners, promising that they would be rewarded for their trouble by himself; and thus every day infinite crowds of priests
were daily at the king’s door, receiving rice and clothing for their trouble of teaching; and to the higher order of priests
who did not leave their monasteries, the king ordered their victuals and what they wanted to be sent. He also examined
the progress made by the pupils and, according to their merit in learning, promised them that they should be made
priests; and the most eminent among them he appointed to particular stations to preach. Having brought religion and
learning to this flourishing state, the king exhorted all ranks to persevere in this manner and thus greatly encouraged
religion.

It should be remembered that in ancient Ceylon, as in Burma to this day, the national instructors were the Buddhist monks and from the earliest times the kings took a warm interest in education. In an inscription on the Mihintale tablets King Mahinda who ruled at Polonnaruwa (c.1000 AD) grants, inter alia, a village to a teacher in
the Ambasthala temple at Mihintale. Parakrama Bahu VI, who ruled at Kotte (1410-1462 AD) was the Mæcenas
of his age and was himself a scholar and author. He established two Colleges for the instruction of priests, one at
Totagamuwa, the other at Keragala, the former presided over by Ceylon’s greatest poet Sri Rahula Sthawira,
commonly called Totagamuwa.
Parakrama Bahu II of Dambadeniya ruled thirty-five years (1240-1275 AD) and with the aid of his son, Wijaya
Bahu, whom he appointed Vice-regent, brought all Ceylon under his rule, repelled two successive Malay invasions, restored the ancient capitals of Anuradhapura and Polonnaruwa, and was crowned king at the last named
city.
The Rájávaliya relates that in an address to his sons he reminded them that, having conquered the Tamils, he
had united under one rule the three kingdoms of the Island, the Pihiti rata with 450,000 villages, Rohana rata
with 770,000, and Maya rata with 250,000, or a total of 1,470,000 villages. Taking only a million villages, and
allowing two houses to a village and five persons to a house, the population would be ten millions as against. a
little over three and a half millions at the present day.
This can hardly be deemed an extravagant estimate. As Tennent observes:
The labour necessary to construct one of these gigantic irrigation works (with the ruins of which the Island is strewn) is
in itself an evidence of local density of population; but their multiplication by successive kings, and the constantly
recurring record of district after district brought under cultivation in each successive reign, demonstrate the steady
increase of inhabitants and the multitude of husbandmen whose combined and sustained toil was indispensable to keep
these prodigious structures in productive activity. … No one who has visited the regions now silent and deserted, once
the homes of millions, can hesitate to believe that when the Island was in the zenith of its prosperity, the population of
Ceylon must of necessity have been at least ten times as great as it is at the present day.

The decline was due to the troublous times of foreign war and internecive strife that preceded the establishment of the British dominion. How rapidly a population may decline was illustrated by Germany during the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648 AD). The population fell from twenty to less than ten millions in that period.
*
At the close of the thirteenth century, according to King Parakrama Bahu’s address to his sons, the population
was distributed in the three regions in the proportion of 31 per cent in Pihiti rata, 52 per cent in Rohana rata, and
17 per cent in Maya rata. At present the proportion stands, roughly, as 19, 46, and 35. The most striking change is
the advance, by over 100 per cent, of the last region, the western sea coast and its vicinity, and the decline by
almost as much in the population of the ancient kingdoms, a decline more marked still, if, excluding the Jaffna
peninsula, we consider the true “royal” country, the Anuradhapura, Mullaittivu, and Mannar Districts, which,
embracing about one-fourth of the total area of the Island, holds less than 3 per cent. of the total population.
The change indicates clearly the difference caused in the condition of the Island by the disorganization of its
great irrigation system and the consequent decay of the national industry, rice cultivation, and by the advent of
Europeans. Population and wealth have faded away from their ancient seats and gathered towards the coast. The
Island, no longer self-sufficient or self-centered, is dependent for its prosperity mainly on foreign enterprise, on
the European capitalist and planter and the South Indian labourer and tradesman. The wealth that trickles from
this source, circulating through the country, maintains among the native population an air of prosperity, which will
hardly long survive the stoppage by any cause of the fountain, unless new sources of wealth are created and
maintained by indigenous labour and energy.
England in the fourteenth century was, in respect of population and prosperity, hardly better off than Ceylon. A
writer in the Encyclopædia Brittanica (edition 1902, vol. 26, p. 675) says:
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The population of England from the Conquest to the fourteenth century is estimated at between 1½ and 2½ millions.
London, it is believed, had a population of about 40,000. Other towns were small. Two or three of the larger had four or
five thousand inhabitants. The only substantial building in a village, apart perhaps from the manor-house, was the
church, used for many secular as well as religious purposes. In the towns the mud or wood-paved huts sheltered a people who, accepting a common poverty, traded in little more than the necessaries of life. (Green, Town Life in the Fifteenth Century, I, 13). The population was stationary. Famine and pestilence were of frequent occurrence (Creighton,
Epidemics in Britain, p. 19), and for the careless there was waste at harvest time and want in winter. Hunger was the
drill sergeant of society.

What a change to a population of 32½ millions, a public revenue of 140 millions sterling, and the sovereignty
of a world-wide empire! Not by “flying with others’ wings” was this high place won. Only by ceaseless energy
and the strenuous pursuit of high ideals has England been able to raise herself and “soar triumphant through the
lips of men.”
12
Parakrama Bahu’s son and Viceroy, Wijaya Bahu, by his deeds of valour, his reconquest of Ceylon, the nobility of his character, and his devotion to his father, was the idol of his people who bestowed on him the title of
Bosat which is reserved for those who have nearly attained Buddha-hood. He sat on his father’s throne barely two
years in his own right, being assassinated by a traitorous general who himself received short shrift from the North
Indian warriors in the king’s service who placed his brother on the throne.
It was about this time that a princess of Ceylon became the heroine of one of the most stirring tales of Indian
history. Her name Padmavati has been transmitted with renown to posterity by tradition and the bards of Rajasthan. She was married to Ratan Sen, the overlord of the Rajput confederacy and Rana or Sovereign of Chittore, a
prince held in reverence throughout India as the lineal descendant of the hero of the Ramayana, and whose
modern representative at Udaipur is still accorded the highest place among the chiefs of India. The fame of
Padmavati’s beauty and accomplishments reached the ears of Allauddin, the Mohammedan Emperor of Delhi
who, longing to make her his Empress, invaded Chittore.
The Rajputs resisted the imperial arms with their wonted heroism. After a long and fruitless siege Allauddin
restricted his desire to a mere sight of this extraordinary beauty reflected through the medium of mirrors. Relying
on the faith of the Rajput, he entered Chittore slightly guarded and, having gratified his wIsh, returned. The
Rajput chief, unwilling to be outdone in confidence, accompanied Allauddin to the foot of the fortress, amid many
complimentary excuses from his guest at the trouble he thus occasioned. It was for this he had risked his own
safety, relying on the superior faith of the Hindu. Here an ambush was ready, and the Hindu king was made
prisoner and his liberty made dependent on the surrender of Padmavati.
Despair reigned in Chittore and it was anxIously debated whether she should be resigned as ransom. She
expressed her acquiescence and, having provided the wherewithal to secure herself from dishonour, she devised,
with two chiefs of her Ceylon clan, a plan in pursuance of which intimation was given to Allauddin that on the
day he withdrew from the trenches she would arrive, but in a manner befitting her station, attended by her ladiesin-waiting and by others who would accompany her to Delhi to pay her this last mark of respect, and strict orders
were to be issued to prevent the decorum and privacy of the Rajput ladies from being violated by curiosity.
Seven hundred covered litters proceeded to the imperial camp, borne by armed soldiers disguised as porters.
The imperial tents were enclosed with tapestry, the litters were deposited, and half an hour was granted for a
parting interview between the Rana and his bride. They then placed him in a litter and bore him away, leaving the
greater number of the supposed damsels behind to accompany the queen to Delhi. Allauddin had no intention to
permit the Rana’s return and was becoming impatient of the length of the interview, when instead of the Rana and
his queen the devoted band issued from their litters.
Allauddin was, however, well guarded. Pursuit was ordered, but the Rajputs covered the retreat till they
perished to a man. A fleet horse was in reserve for the Rana and carried him safely to the fort, at the gate of which
Allauddin’s host was encountered by the heroes of Chittore. Animated by enthusiasm for their king and the
honour of their queen, they devoted themselves to destruction. Few survived this slaughter of the flower of Rajput
chivalry. The havoc made in Allauddin’s ranks by their heroism and the dread of their determined resistance
obliged him to raise the siege.
Recruiting his strength, he returned to the siege with renewed vigour. The defence had not recovered from the
loss of so many brave men, but was maintained with incredible valour.
It was in vain. Eleven out of twelve sons of the king fell in succession, leading the fight, and then he called his
chiefs around him and said:
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Now I devote myself for Chittore.

But another awful sacrifice was to precede this act of self-devotion; the terrible rite of johur was to be performed.
The funeral pyre was lighted within the great subterranean retreat and the defenders of Chittore saw pass in
procession their wives and daughters to the number of several thousands. The fair Padmavati with her attendants
closed the throng. They entered the cavern and there found security from dishonour and captivity in the devouring
element.
A generous contest now arose between the Rana and his sorrowing son as to which should lead the fatal
charge. The father prevailed and in obedience to his command, the son with a small band passed through the
enemy’s lines and reached the outer world in safety. Satisfied now that his line was not extinct, the Rana called
around him his devoted clans for whom life had no longer any charms. They threw open the gates and with reckless despair carried death or met it in the hosts of Allauddin’s army.
The conqueror took possession of an inanimate capital, strewn with the bodies of the brave defenders. The
smoke yet issued from the recesses where lay consumed the object of his desire.
Since that awful day in AD 1303 the cavern has been sacred; no eye has penetrated its gloom, and superstition
has placed as its guardian a huge serpent whose venomous breath extinguishes the light which might. guide intruders to “the place of sacrifice.” Allauddin remained in Chittore some days, admiring the grandeur of his conquest,
and committing every act of barbarity and wanton destruction which a bigoted zeal could suggest against the
magnificent temples, palaces and other monuments of art. He spared, however, the beautiful palace of Padmavati
which still stands in silent beauty, a sad memorial of her chequered life and of the woes innumerable of which she
was the innocent cause.
A Mohammedan saint, Malik Muhammad, who lived 250 years afterwards, has made the life of this princess of
Ceylon the theme of a great philosophical work called after her. It tells in vivid language the story of Ratan Sen’s
quest for her, of Allauddin’s ruthless siege, of Ratan Sen’s valour, of Padmavati’s wifely devotion, culmi-nating in
the terrible sacrifice of all in the cavern of fire. The poet-saint makes of these events an allegory descry-bing the
search of the soul for true wisdom and the trials and temptations which beset it in its course.
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Between the tenth and the fifteenth centuries the trade of the Island gradually passed into the hands of the
Arabs, who became undisputed masters of the Indian seas. The trade was exceedingly valuable, and embraced not
only pearls, gems, spices, and elephants, for which the Island was celebrated from remote times, but the products
of Eastern and Southern Asia brought here by the Chinese to be exchanged for the wares brought by the Arabs
from the countries beyond the Euphrates.
Arab adventurers settled on the Indian and Ceylon coasts, intermarried with the natives, and in time acquired
great political influence over the Sinhalese king, who, reduced to impotence, reigned at Kotte, while the seaports
were virtually in the hands of the Arabs, the northern half of the Island and the east coast (Jaffna, Vanni,
Nuwarakalawiya, and Batticaloa) were ruled by Tamil kings, and petty chieftains held mimic court in different
parts of the west and south.
Among the exports of the Island, cinnamon was the most prized. It was a luxury so rare as to be a suitable gift
for a king, so costly that a crown of cinnamon tipped with gold was a becoming offering to the gods. It is believed
to have been originally obtained by the Arabs from Eastern Africa and to have gained a footing in India and afterwards in. Ceylon where, favoured by natural conditions of climate and soil, the Ceylon variety became the most
perfect sample and grew wild in the woods.
Strangely enough there is no reference to Ceylon cinnamon in the account of the travels of Marco Polo who
towards the end of the 13th century visited Ceylon on his homeward route to Venice from China where he had for
17 years resided in the court of the Emperor Kubla Khan. “And the king of this island,” says Marco Polo,
possesses a ruby which is the finest and biggest in the world. … You must know the great Khan sent an embassy and
begged the king as a favour greatly desired to sell him this ruby, offering to give him for it the ransom of a city or in
fact what the king would. But the king replied that on no account whatever would he sell it, for it had come to him from
his ancestors. Furthermore you must know that in the land of Seilan there is an exceeding high mountain. … Now, it
befel that the great Khan heard how on that mountain there was the sepulchre of our first father Adam, and that some of
his hair and of his teeth and the dish from which he used to eat were still preserved there. So he thought he would get
hold of them somehow or another, and despatched a great embassy for the purpose in the year of Christ 1284. The ambassadors with a great company travelled on by sea and by land until they arrived at the Island of Seilan and presented
themselves before the king, and they were so urgent with the king that they succeeded in getting two of his grinder
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teeth which were passing great and thick, and they also got some of the hair and the dish from which the great
personage used to eat, which is of a very beautiful green porphyry.

The earliest reference to Ceylon cinnamon is by Ibn Batuta, the Moorish traveler from Tangiers, who visited
Ceylon, 1347 AD, on a pilgrimage to Adam’s Peak. He landed at Puttalam and found the shore
covered with cinnamon wood which the merchants of Malabar transport without any other price than a few articles of
clothing which are given as presents to the king. This may be attributed to the circumstance that it is brought down by
the mountain torrents and left in great heaps upon the shore.

He found the greatest king in the Island to be the Tamil king of Jaffna, Arya Chakravarti, who had a powerful
fleet commanding the western coast and under whose protection he accomplished the pilgrimage to Adam’s Peak
via Chilaw and “Konakar” (?Kurunegala), extending his journey to the temple at “Dinaur” (Devinuwara or Dondra) and returning by way of “Kale” (Galle) and “Kolambu” (Colombo) which he calls “the finest and largest city
in Serendib.”
14
The power of the Tamil king, Arya Chakravarti of Jaffna, was felt all over Ceylon and the Sinhalese king at
Gampola was ill-fitted to cope with him. The resistance of the Sinhalese people was headed by a man, alike
remarkable as a warrior and statesman, the foremost figure in the history of Ceylon for the next half a centuryAlakesvara or Alagakkonara, a Tamil prince from Kanchi, the ancient capital of the Chola kings, who had settled
in Ceylon and intermarried with the royal house and was the de facto ruler of the land, though he held the rank
only of prabhuraja or Viceroy. Contemporary historians and poets speak in no measured terms of his services to
the Sinhalese people and the Buddhist Church.
His seat was at Raygama in the Kalutara district. It took him 20 years to complete his preparations against the
mighty king Atya Chakravarti. Having fortified and provisioned Raygama and the seaboard capital Kotte, then
known as Jayawardanapura (“the city of victory”), and raised an adequate army, he hurled a challenge at Arya
Chakravarti by hanging the tax collectors whom he had stationed in different parts of the country.
The reply came in two great hosts, numbering ovet a hundred thousand, simultaneously attacking Gampola and
Kotte. The Gampola king fled to Raygama, but his brave troops defeated and dispersed the enemy. The force intended for the capture of Kotte was brought in ships and disembarked at Colombo and Panadure. Alakesvara
himself took the field and inflicted a crushing defeat which effectually broke Arya Chakravarti’s power and paved
the way for Jaffna shortly afterwards becoming a Sinhalese Province for a time.
Alakesvara, now become a national hero, administered the country with wisdom and vigour. He rescued the
country from anarchy, purified the Buddhist Church, summoning for the purpose a convocation over which he
presided, patronized learning, adorned the cities with noble buildings and well deserved the affection of a grateful
people.
About this time an event occurred which is ignored or slurred over in the Sinhalese chronicles. About 1408 a
Chinese Admiral arrived with a mandate from the Chinese Emperor demanding tribute from Alakesvara or
Alagakkonara, who in the Chinese chronicles is described as
Alee-ko-nae-wahr a native of Solee (Chola country in South India) and an adherent of the heterodox faith and who, so
far from honouring Buddha, tyrannized over his followers.

Alakesvara was thus apparently of the Brahminical religion, a statement confirmed by a contemporary poem
Mayura Sandesa, where he is described as “the friend of Mahesvara” (Siva). But it is not true that he tyrannized
over the Buddhists, who on the contrary found in him an enthusiastic patron and protector.
“He was a mighty prince of great wisdom endued with majesty and faith and such like virtues,” says the
Maha-wansa, “and desired greatly to promote the welfare of the church and the kingdom.”
To avenge the defeat inflicted by Alakesvara the Chinese Emperor sent another expedition which about 1412
succeeded by a night attack in capturing the king and taking him and his family to China. Who the captive was, is
not certain. He is called “Alibunar” and “Alee-ko-nae-wahr”; and the name Alagakkonara or Alakesvara was
borne by many members of the royal family. The captive king may have been Wira Alakesvara alias Wijaya Bahu
VI.
In the 6th month of the year 1411, says the Chinese chronicle, the prisoners were presented at Court. The
Chinese Emperor took pity on them and set them at liberty and ordered them to select a virtuous man from the
royal family to occupy the throne. All the captives declared in favour of “See-ay-nae-na,” and an envoy was sent
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with a seal to invest him with the royal dignity as a vassal of the Emperor. For fifty years after.wards the kings of
Ceylon paid tribute to China. Another Chinese chronicle identifies “Seay-pa-nre-na” with “Pu-la-ko-ma Ba-zaeLa-cha,” in whom we seem to recognize Parakrama Bahu Raja, who as Parakrama Bahu VI ruled with lustre at
Kotte for about 50 years till AD 1462, and whose glories are chanted by the poet Totagamuwa.
15
At the close of this century the kings of Ceylon were threatened with danger from a new quarter.
A Portuguese fleet, despatched from Goa to capture some ships of their Arab rivals in the Eastern trade, was
carried by the current to the harbour of Galle (1505 AD). The Portuguese found Arab ships loading with cinnamon and, unable to prevent it, erected a stone cross at Galle as a memento of their arrival in the Island, and put to
sea again.
Twelve years later the Portuguese re-appeared in Ceylon, this time at Colombo. “It came to pass,” says the
chronicle,
that in the month of April a ship from Portugal arrived in Colombo, and information was brought to the king that there
was in the harbour a race of very white and beautiful people who wear boots and hats of iron and never stop in one
place. They eat a sort of white stone and drink blood and they have guns with a noise louder than thunder, and a ball
shot from one of them, after traversing a league, will break up a castle of marble.

With the assent of the king, the Portuguese erected a factory, which they ultimately converted into a fortress.
They soon ousted from trade and power the Arabs, or Moors, as the Portuguese called them, identifying them by
reason of their religion, with the Moors who ruled the Spanish peninsula.
The Sinhalese king soon repented of the imprudent concessions he had made to the Portuguese and withdrew
from his engagements. Hostilities then commenced between the Sinhalese and Portuguese, which continued
without intermission until the final expulsion of the Portuguese from the Island by the Dutch in 1658.
The policy of the Portuguese was governed by territorial ambition, commercial greed, and religious proselytism. Every pagan was looked on as an enemy of Portugal and of Christ. The policy was prosecuted with a bigotry
and cruelty which would be incredible if there was not the testimony of their own historians.
During this period Christianity gained a footing in the northern and north-western coasts, chiefly by the zeal of
the missionaries under the direction of Saint Francis Xavier, the great “Apostle of the Indies,” whose tomb at Goa,
the capital of Portuguese India, is periodically the scene of an imposing pilgrimage. The descendants of his converts form the vast majority of the Christian population of the Island.
During this period the two most magnificent temples in Ceylon were ruthlessly destroyed and plundered: in
1587 the temple of Vishnu at Dondra, then the most sumptuous in Ceylon, built on vaulted arches on a promontory over-looking the sea, with towers elaborately carved and covered with plates of gilded brass, and in 1622 “the
temple of a thousand columns” sacred to Siva on the rock at Trincomalee, now known as Samy rock.
*
In 1617 AD, the most sacred object of Buddhist worship, the dalada or tooth-relic of Buddha, fell into the
hands of the Portuguese.
It had an eventful history. Rescued from the flames on the cremation of Gautama Buddha at Kusinara (about
540 BC), it was preserved for 800 years in Kalinga. About 310 AD, when the king of that country was about to
engage in a doubtful conflict, he despatched the precious relic to Ceylon in the charge of his daughter, concealed
in the folds of her hair. The grateful king and people of the Island established its worship on a magnificent scale at
Anuradhapura, and afterwards at Polonnaruwa when the capital was transferred there.
When the relic had remained about a thousand years in Ceylon, it was captured and taken back to South India.
It was recovered by Parakrama Bahu III and brought to Polonnaruwa. During the troublous times that followed, it
was hidden in different parts of the Island, and finally came into the possession of the Tamil kings of Jaffna, from
whom it was taken by the Portuguese on the capture of Jaffna. They carried it to Goa and rejecting offers of vast
treasure by the Buddhist king of Pegu, reduced it to ashes.
Soon afterwards a copy, or as the Buddhists claim, the original itself—the.destroyed tooth being a counter-feit
—was set up, which is enshrined at the chief temple at Kandy, the Daladá Maligawa, and draws worshippers from
all Buddhist lands.
16
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The Sinhalese kings, unable to resist the arrogant demands of the Portuguese within the range of whose guns,
at Colombo, their capital Kotte almost lay, and alarmed by the indignation of their own subjects at repeated
concessions to the Portuguese, were compelled to draw closer their alliance with the Portuguese. But the masses
of the people, and especially the Kandyans, maintaineg a heroic struggle for 150 years against the foreigner till he
was expelled. At first greatly handicapped through ignorance of the use of firelocks and gunpowder, it was not
long before they excelled the Portuguese in the manufacture of muskets. Among the leaders of this great national
movement Mayadunne and his son Rajasinha, “the lion king” of Sitawaka, will ever hold honoured places in the
grateful recollections of their countrymen.
It was during this period that the Sinhalese kings at Kotte, in order to gain the favour of their Portuguese
patrons, began to embrace Christianity and adopt Portuguese names. This fashion was largely followed by the
people on the coast, and we see the result in the large number of Portuguese names which continue to puzzle the
visitors to the Island.
Rajasinha gradually extended his dominions over the greater part of Ceylon. He inflicted a severe defeat on the
Portuguese and their Sinhalese allies at Mulleriyawa. He took Kotte and laid siege to Colombo with an army of
50,000 men supported by a naval force: This so alarmed the Portuguese commander that in anticipation of a long
siege he caused the flesh of those killed to be salted as a provision against famine.
Rajasinha was, however, called away by an insurrection fostered by the Portuguese and their Sinhalese
adherents. He died in his 120th year of a wound received in battle. “Since my eleventh year,” he said as he neared
his death,
I have been fighting. No king was able to stand against me, but he who has appeared in the hill country this time is a
favourite of fortune, the power of my merits has declined.

Thus died king Rajasinha who, as the chronicle says,
had reduced this beautiful Lanka under one canopy.

The struggle against the Portuguese was continued with unabated vigour by his successors now seated at the
hill capital of Kandy and especially by Rajasinha II, who ruled over Ceylon for 50 years (1637-87). While yet heir
apparent, he inflicted a crushing defeat on the Portuguese viceroy, Constantine de Sa, at the city of Badulla. Not a
Portuguese soldier escaped and the head of the brave commander, carried on a drum, was presented to Rajasinha.
The Kandyans, flushed by this signal victory, followed it up by a march on Colombo, which was only saved from
their hands by the timely arrival of assistance from Goa. Seven years later Rajasinha inflicted a not less disastrous
blow, at Balaiie, on the Portuguese under General de Melbo.
The first Dutch ships were seen in Ceylon waters in 1602, commanded by Admiral Van Spilberg, and the
Sinhalese kings were glad to accept the offer of the Dutch alliance in their war against Portugal. But though the
Portuguese were finally driven out, the Dutch did not prove more faithful allies. Rajasinha II, in his letters which
are extant, and which at times polite to excess, at others blaze out into fierce anger, often bitterly regretted having
invited the Dutch to Ceylon.
Of Rajasinha II we have an excellent account from the pen of Robert Knox in his Historical Relation of the
Island of Ceylon published in the reign of Charles II.
Knox and his father, sailing in their good ship Ann of the East India Company from Madras, were overtaken by
a storm and had to put in for repairs at Kottiyar, in the Trincomalee District. They were captured and sent to the
king who had a strange fancy for detaining foreigners.
Knox’s father died in captivity at Bandarakoswatte in Kurunegala District in 1601, and Knox himself escaped
after a captivity of 20 years, borne with exemplary fortitude, to write his famous book, admirable alike for careful
observation, tenacious memory and simple truthfulness.
*
The policy of the Dutch was peaceful, and their ruling principle the monopoly of trade in spices. They developed cultivation, improved the means of communication, especially by canals, and established a lucrative trade
with the interior.
Cinnamon was the staple export. It was “the Helen or bride of contest “ (as Baldreus called it) for whose exclusive possession successive European invaders had in turn contended.
For the peeling and preparation of this precious bark the Portuguese had utilized the Salagama caste, of whom
Sir Alexander Johnston, Chief Justice of Ceylon, gives an interesting account in a paper contributed by him to the
Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain, of which he was Vice-President.
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The Sinhalese inhabitants of Ceylon were, previous to the thirteenth century, ignorant of the art of weaving
fine cloth and their kings offered great rewards to any subject who would bring over some weavers from India for
the purpose of introducing that art to Ceylon. Early in the thirteenth century a Moorman of Beruwala, in the Kalutara District, induced by the offer, brought over from India eight weavers. The king received them with great
kindness, had them married to women of distinction, gave them houses and lands, established a manufactory for
them in the vicinity of the palace, and conferred the highest honours upon their chief.
The descendants of these people, having in the course of two centuries become numerous and powerful, excited the jealousy of the Kandyan Government, and were compelled by the king, as punishment for some alleged
offence against his authority, to quit the interior and settle near the South-west coast, where cinnamon grew to
perfection, and to peel and prepare for the Government without pay as much cinnamon annually as it might require.
The Dutch continued the system and rewarded the cinnamon cultivators with many privileges.
About 1770, driven by the Sinhalese king’s obstruction to the collection of cinnamon from his forests, the
Dutch officials conceived the happy idea, in opposition to the universal prejudice in favour of wild-growing
cinnamon, of cultivating the plant.
The attempt proved a complete success. The whole European demand was thus supplied by the Dutch, who
would even burn the cinnamon in Holland lest its abundance should reduce the price. They made the peeling of
cinnamon, save by the appointed officer, the selling or exporting of a single stick, or wilful injury to a plant, a
capital offence.
The monopoly was continued under the English rule till it was abolished in 1833.
In 1740 Governor Van Imhoff, by a system of forced labour, planted the waste land along the coast south of
Colombo with the cocoa palm, the result of which is seen in an almost unbroken grove of palms for 100 miles
along the south-west shore.
To the Dutch also was due the introduction of the coffee plant, which, though it failed to bring them profit,
contributed very materially to the prosperity of the Island during the greater part of the period of the British rule.
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The British appeared on the scene. at the close of the eighteenth century. In 1782 when Great Britain was at
war with Holland, the English East India Company despatched a force for the reduction of the Dutch possessions
in Ceylon. The force landed at Trincomalee which, after a little resistance, capitulated, and an ambassador was
sent to the king to propose a treaty of peace, which the latter declined. The ambassador, on his return to Trincomalee, found that the French, who also were at war with the British at the time, had surprised the fort and carried
off the British garrison. Trincomalee was restored to the Dutch by the French in the following year.
In 1795, when war broke out afresh between the Sinhalese and the Dutch, the king solicited the aid of the
British. A British armament was accordingly despatched to his assistance from Madras. The Dutch offered little
resistance, and in 1796 all places in the occupation of the Dutch were ceded to the British, and in 1802, by the
treaty of Amiens, were formally transferred to Great Britain.
*
The Dutch name will live in Ceylon as long as the Roman-Dutch law, which they introduced and which is virtually the common law of this Island. The Dutch descendants are among the most educated and useful members of
the Island population, and form the upper stratum of the “Burgher” community of Ceylon, the lower stratum
consisting of Portuguese descendants and Eurasians.
The Dutch garrisons consisted of Malays and kaffirs imported for military service. Among the former were
descendants of Malay princes and their attendants deported hither from Java for political reasons. The Malays in
Ceylon still retain some of the old military instinct. The kaffirs were imported from Mozambique and other parts
of the African coast. Though as many as 9,000 were at different times imported into the Island, they had become
so merged in the native population that even in the early years of the last century they could, according to a
contemporary writer, Bertolacci, hardly be distinguished.
The territory ceded by the Dutch was from 1797 to 1802 placed under the English East India Company, and
formed a part of the territory of the Government of Madras until 1802, when Ceylon was created a Crown Colony.
In 1815 the British Government declared war against the last king of Kandy.\fn{ Sri Vikrama Rajasinha (17801832:W} His misgovernment had estranged his own subjects. He was able to offer but a feeble resistance, and was
eventually taken prisoner. In terms of a convention held on 2 nd March, 1815, at Kandy, between the British
authorities and the Kandyan chiefs, the king was dethroned, and the Sinhalese voluntarily surrendered their Island
to the British Sovereign with full reserve-tion of their rights and liberties. They may thus claim to be one of the
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few ancient races of the world who have not been conquered.
The Kandyan king was conveyed to Colombo and deported thence to Vellore in the Madras Presidency, where
he died in 1832 of dropsy.
18
Thus ended the oldest dynasty in the world, after enduring for twenty-four centuries, and the whole Island
passed under the sway of Britain. A few years ago at Tanjore in the Madras Presidency, I had the honor of being
presented to the last surviving Queen of Kandy,\fn{ Apparently Venkata Rangammal Devi is meant:H} who in spite of
straitened means still maintained the traditions and ceremonial of a court. Speaking from behind a curtain, she
was pleased to welcome me and express her appreciation of some little services rendered to her family since their
downfall.
She has now passed away. A lineal descendant of the kings of Ceylon holds a minor clerkship in the RegistrarGeneral’s Department of this Island—a living testimony to the revolutions of the wheel of fortune.
Over the garden gate of my old college (Christ’s) at Cambridge—the college of Milton and of Darwin—stands
the motto of the noble foundress, the Lady Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry VII. The motto is Souvent me
souvient: “often it comes to my mind,” “often I am reminded”. It is a perpetual reminder to successive generations
of the members of her family and of her college, of her ancestors’ loyalty to duty, to king and country, and to high
ideals.
We would it be for us Ceylonese if we too kept fresh in our hearts the great deeds done and the great ideals
cherished by our ancestors, and strove to make ourselves worthy of our inheritance.
233.68 An Open Letter To The Kandyah Chiefs\fn{by Ananda K Coomaraswamy (1877-1947)} Colombo, Colombo
District, Western Province, Sri Lanka (M) 4
There is is a subject which has for a long time greatly occupied me, and which appears to me of the greatest
importance, and I therefore hope that you will pardon me for addressing this letter to you as a body; a letter setting forth some ideas on the Preservation of Ancient Buildings in Ceylon.
It is mainly to buildings of the 17 th and 18th centuries (the Kandvan Period) that I refer; the much older buildings of Anuradhapura and Polonnaru, are not at present, of course, in much danger of neglect or injudicious restoration. There are three kinds of buildings that must be specially mentioned, perhaps I should say four; these are
viharas,\fn{Temples} dewalas,\fn{Shrines} private houses and ambalams.\fn{Rest houses or village meeting-houses}
In the Kandyan districts the Sinhalese or Sinhalese-Hindu style of architecture prevailed until the end of the
eighteenth century, during which not a few of the best of the surviving hnildings were erected. At the end of that
period a radical change set in, a change only comparable with that which took place in England and throughout
Europe at the time of the Renaissance when the beauty and restraint of Gothic architecture yielded to an unrestrained and classical style, which one may like or dislike as one pleases, but which spelt the doom of Gothic architectture, a doom rendered irrevocable bv the steadily progressing industrial revolution which has since taken
place.
At the present time there is no architectural style in Europe, but buildings are put up of all sorts, from mechaniccal reproductions of Gothic churches, to the last jerry-built villa of the suburbs.
The fundimental change, whose architectural expression I have just referred to, has taken place in Ceylon in
one hundred, instead of the four hundred years it occupied in Europe; and it is therefore the easier here both to
realise the furmer life of men in simpler times, and to measure the greatness of the change, of the very existence
of which so many of us are nevertheless quite unconscious.
So then, there was a Kandyan style of architecture which flourished till the end of the eighteenth century; this
Kandvan style, having many obvious Hindu features but yet with a chararacter all its own. Architecture needs for
its complete expression, the reasonable intelligent co-operation of all the arts; and in the days I speak of it did not
lack this amongst the Kandyans: the stonemason and carpenter, the blacksmith and silversmith, the painter and
potterr, even the weaver, combined to produce buildings of a lovely and harmonious character, part as it were of
the very soil they grew from and perfectly harmonious in stvle from the finials on the roofs to the inlaid key plates
on the doors, and from the carved “moonstones” at the entrance to the woven chatty covcrs (gahoni) used for the
procession starting out to fetch in new rice from the temple lands.
*
Well, during the last two years, I have given my spare time to studying old Kandy work in architecture and all
the crafts that flourished in those times that seem now so far away. I have seen old buildings and new; and in the
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minor arts it has not been once or twice only that I have attempted to get made for myself some one or other of the
wares that were once produced so easily and so well, and of which a little of the wreckage survives in a few
museums and private collections; and it has been again and again borne in upon me as the result of bitter
experience both in the remotest villages and in Kandy itself, that the character of steady competency which once
distinguished the Kandyan artist craftsman has gone forever; a change such as the industrial revolution has
brought about almost all over the world.
Still more evident is the change when one passes from the personal efforts referred to, to the consideration of
modern Kandyan buildings, and still more to that of the repairs and alterations which have been made in ancient
buildings in modern times. In this latter sort of work the level of incompetence attained is nothing short of
appalling; and the sad part of it is, that whlle the wholly new buildings do no permanent harm, the ill-done and
often quite needless redecoration of old work destroys what is at once a work of art such as can be no longer
produced, and at the same time effaces what is often a valuable historical document.
*
In repainting viharas nowadays the chief errors lie in the bad colours used; ill-judged attempts at the introducetion of perspective; careless and ignorant, nay often irreverent work, and the introduction of unsuitable objects—I
say bad colours because the old ways of making colours has been given up, and with it all restraint in the use of
colour, so that where a few colours only were once used (mainly red, yellow, black, white and a grayish green),
the painting now displays all the colours of the rainbow and at the same time the beautifully conventionalised and
restful traditional style is abandoned in favour of a weak and ineffective realism, so that the inside of a vihara
whose walls were once covered with worthy and decorative paintings are now as much like an ill-drawn Christmas card as anything.
No wall painting can satisfy that has not beauty of colour and restfulness of form, and these are no longer
given. In the old days the pictured wall
was a wall still, and not a window; nay a book rather, where, if you would, you might read the stories of the gods and
heroes and whose characters, whether you read them or not, delighted you always with the beauty of their form and
colour. Moreover, the expression of these great things being so well understood and so limited, it was not above the
powers of execution of numbers of average workmen, and there was no danger of the holy and elevating subjects being
treated absurdly or stupidly, so as to wound the feelings of serious men.\fn{ William Morris, speaking of Egyptian decorative
art}

Instead of this the most unsuitable objects are often seen in new paintings, such as pictures of street lamps,
clocks and what-not of that sort, and in one of the worst cases (at Ganegoda vihara) a picture of a clerk at his
table with topee and pipe beside him!
It is not at all unlikely that under the new Ordinance larger funds will be available for the upkeep of dewalas
and viharas than are now devoted to these purposes; if that is so, the danger of injury by injudicious redecoration
and rebuilding will be not a little increased.
I beg you to use your great influence in this matter and to see that these funds are devoted rather to the protecttion than to the unnecessary redecoration of these buildings. A little care and thought only are required to preserve
what are sometimes priceless historical documents, and almost always works of art, such as cannot in the nature
of things be produced under modern conditions.
*
Let me take one instance as an example, that of Degaldoruwa.
I see with alarm that this vihara is specially mentioned in the petition as being in a dilapidated state, and urgently in need of repair, I know this vihara pretty well as I have lately spent 15 or 20 hours in copying part of the
frescoes there. Let me recall to your minds the pictured stories on the walls, right and left of the inner door.
Immediately on the left is the Wessantara Jataka, pictured in the worthiest and most beautiful manner imaginable. The wall is divided horizontally in panels wherein the story is set forth in order, the chief scenes being
specially indicated by a few words of Sinhalese beneath. One of the grandest is that of King Wessantara riding on
his elephant with all the insignia of state; the elephant is drawn with the greatest skill; the slow movement of the
lifted feet and the swinging bells give just the right idea of dignificd slow progress; immediately afterwards the
elephant is seen again but King Wessantara has climbed down and is walking in front, with one hand pouring
water into the hands of the Brahmans from Kalinga, betokening the gift of the elephant, and with his other arm
round the elephant’s trunk; the elephant has stopped the while, and the swinging bells are still.
The gorgeous trappings of the elephant, the king’s and the attendants’ dresses and the royal insignia are drawn
with very great care and just like the early illuminated manuscripts of Europe are invaluable records of past manners and customs.
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Two other scenes I must refer to; the first is the scene at the well, where Jujaka’s wife Amittatapa is scoffed at
by the other women fetching water; this scene is a fine piece of drawing: beside the well are two coconut trees,
the conventional decorative treatment of which is quite perfect.
In yet another scene we are shown Madridewi and the two children walking, and next thereto, falling down and
worshipping the late King Wessantara, now a hermit monk. The drawing of the trees (chiefly nuga trees) is most
lovely; and we have also a broad river flowing by, filled with fishes, and a lotus tank with six hansas\fn{Swans}
swimming in it and two others marching solemnly along the road from the river to the tank.
On the right side of the door is shown Sutasoma Jataka: tracings of part relating to King Baranas, who, as you
know became for a time a cannibal, lie before me now. The picture of the king’s cook preparing food in the royal
kitchen is a valuablc historical record; the man is seated on a combined vegetable slicer and cocanut scraper and is
slicing up a human arm for the king’s repast! On one of the posts of the kitchen is hung a pingo, with a gahoniya
hanging from each end, covering the chatties in which the king’s provisions had been brought that morning.
Further on we see King Baranas in the jungle, seated beneath a nuga tree with a great thorn in his foot; and he
vows to offer a hundred kings’ sons to the Ruk-deviyo who appears in the branches above if he will cure him. He
recovers and thinks the deviyo has cured him, and in another scene is sho\vn hanging the kings’ sons to the
deviyo’s tree, as he had vowed.
Ultimately of course all these are released and the wounds in their hands healed by rubbing with the bark of the
tree, and King Baranas is converted by the preaching of Lord Buddha, in his then incarnation, and he is restored to
his kingdom; most of which is faithfullv depicted.
All these pictures are drawn in a perefectly flat decorative style; the only colours used are red, black, yellow,
white and greenish gray. These colours, as you know, were made by the artists themselves. The wall appears to
glow with colour, though it is now some hundred and twenty years since the work was done.
There are two other jatakas on the left and right of those already told of; these are not in quite such a good
state of preservation, owing to leakage between the outer roof and the overhanging rock, leakage which could
easily have been avoided by a little care and attention. Inside the rock chamber are also very fine pictures of the
life of Lord Buddha; some part of the painting inside, too, was never completed, as if the artist had left but
yesterday.
*
Well, you will see that here are a series of paintings of great artistic and historical value, and if they are once
destroyed or injured by complete or even partial repainting, nothing can replace them.
Is it not worth while to preserve even one memorial of the steady competency of by-gone Kandyan artists?
These are the best paintings I have yet seen in Ceylon, but there are many other good ones, that is, so far as
they have survived the danger of repainting-work often entrusted not even to traditional Kandyan craftsmen, but
allowed to be done by men from the towns or the low-country, who have picked up a smattering of perspective
and lost their traditional instinct for flat and dignified decorative treatment of mural decoration.
Even if the painter be a Kandyan, who sees to it that he uses the right colours in the right way?
The repainting of the Dalada Maligawa, now in progress, reveals the greatest possible neglect in this respect.
For instead of the traditional home-made colours with their quiet richness, are used cheap paints bought in the
boutiques, and these (especially the new-fangled green and blue) put on with little or no care and taste. It is just
the same everywhere; for example the good old painting of the Potgulkanda Vihara near Ratnapura, was being
quite spoilt when I last saw it.
So far I have spoken chiefly of paintings, but all that I have said is equally true of every branch of architecture;
the building is either altogether neglected, or repaired and restored in such a way as to make it a veritable eyesore;
if the roof is not actually mended with corrugated iron as sometimes happens, it is at least usual for the old flat
tiles to be thrown away, and new semi-cylindrical ones or even Mangalore tiles to be substituted; no one dreams
of getting new flat tiles made, an easy enough thing one would think; but it would mean just a little more trouble,
and no one cares enough about the matter for that.
*
But let us turn for a moment from the effects of injudicious restoration to those of neglect.
The ruinous state of many ancient buildings, not only of dewalas, which have indeed suffered most in this
respect, but even of viharas and those the most beautiful and important, is a crying shame. The beautiful Poya
Maluva at Kandy is fast spoiling for want of a few tiles and a little care to the woodwork to keep off the white
ants; what were once great massive adze-hewn beams are eaten through and through, and scarcely hold together;
parts of the gones capitals are quite destroyed. In fact, this especially lovely building could scarcely be in a worse
state; it may fall to pieces any day.
Every day and in every district, some such memorial of your national ideals and your national art is rotting
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before your eyes, and you do nothing to save it.
The delicate stonework, too, is plastered over with whitewash; but thank Heaven, that is not a permanent
injury, but one that can he amended any day.
But once more as to the structural repairs (and they ought to be taken in hand at once), it is worse than useless
to try and get such a building as this repaired by contract; the work must be done under the constant supervision
of someone in full sympathy with, and with full knowledge of, Kandyan architecture. We should rest satisfied
with nothing less than the protection and preservation of all good work remaining—protection alike from ruin at
the hands of would-be friends, and destruction at the hands of evident foes, such as damp and ants.
Speaking generally,
the ancient temples have fallen into a state of disrepair, and some of them are partly in ruins and a considerable number
of the valuable gifts and ornaments have been stolen away. The revenues of temple lands have been misappropriated by
trustees, members of the District Committees and others.\fn{ Petition of 29-12-’04}

Some examples are given:
In the Dambulla Vihara the historical architectural façade at the entrance has been allowed to fall into a state of
disrepair. Some parts of the interior arc in a dangerously dilapidated state. Most of the valuable works of art, being gifts
made by the kings of old to the priests of the temples, have been stolen … From the Ganga Rama Vihara two golden
alms bowls and thirteen silver ones, and silk shawls have all been stolen away … The Bigaslena Vihara is in
ruins\fn{Ibid}

and so forth. (I am not personally acquainted with the last-named vihara, and it is several years since I saw Dambulla myself—but the list might be added to ad libitum from any district.) The case of dewalas is even worse. In
Uva and Sabaragamuwa, for example, the ancient dewala buildings at Horagone, Alutnuwara, Ammaduva and
elsewhere are in a ruinous condition; they are used as cattle-sheds, the floors are thick with bat’s dung, the timbers
are eaten by white ants, the moveable belongings taken away and sold by those who should have been their
guardians.
*
It may be argued that the dewalas are not connected with Buddhism, and so are of less consequence. But it is
not now on religious grounds that I appeal to you on behalf of ancient buildings, although so far as the viharas are
concerned, a good deal might be said on that score; it is for the buildings as works of art, which once destroyed,
can never be replaced, and on account of their value as historical documents, that I appeal for their preservation.
If you suffer these monuments of the Sinhalese architectural style to perish—and some of the buildings I have
referred to are almost past hope—remember that no power on earth can replace them, that you can no longer build
as men built then; you can no more do that, than we in Europe, by any expenditure of money and pains
whatsoever, can raise up a Gothic building, no, not even a barn, such as simple unlettered men could build six
hundred years ago.
It is heart-rending for so many buildings and frescoes to be ruined by mere neglect of the simplest and often
quite inexpensive precautions; all that was needed being a few tiles and a few repairs here and there, a beam protected from white ants and so forth. I thought, when I was working lately at Degaldoruwa, of Robert Browning’s
“indignant vindication of the early mediæval painers”; here are some of his words:
Wherever a fresco peels and drops,
Wherever an outline weakens and wanes,
Till the latest life in the painting stops,
Stands one whom each fainter pulse-tick pains!
*
One wishful each scrap should clutch its brick,
Each tinge not wholly escape the plaster,
A lion who dies of an ass’s kick,
The wronged great soul of an ancient master.

I hoped too that the artist was glad to see there one to whom the remembrance of his good work will be a
lasting pleasure and who thinks of him and his fellows as “still surely living, still real men and capable of receiving love” whom
“I love no less than the great men, poets and painters and such like, who are on earth now.”
*
I have said no word of the other sorts of buildings I meant to speak of, viz., private houses and ambalams.
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Of the latter I know but few really fine and ancient examples; of these, one is at Mangalagama near Kegalla;
this ambalam was rebuilt so late as the middle of the last century from the materials of an earlier one, and is, even
so, a very fine specimen of Kandyan architecture, especially as regards the timbering of the roof and the beautiful
gones or drooping lotus capitals, so different from the careless modern copies that are sometimes seen—as for
example in the new ambalam at Ratnapura, which is indeed built in a real Kandyan style, but much degraded in
the details of its woodwork.
Of private houses, walawwas and smaller houses of the old sort, with their beautiful massive doors, and stout
adze-cut timbers, fewer and fewer survive each year; even if their owners feel their old homes unsuited to their
present needs, may not a few of these be preserved to tell their children’s children how men lived and wrought in
the old days before progress and commerce changed the very face of the earth?
Things have gone the same way in Europe; sadly indeed as our English mediæval buildings have suffered from
neglect, and even intentional spoliation, they have suffered even more in the last centurv at the hands of the
decorator and restorer.
“The ruin caused by the Puritans was light in the comparison to the wreckage that has been occasioned by
church wardens and ignorant parsons,” in modern times. Even so is it in Ceylon, where too ancient buildings seem
to say with no uncertain voice,
“Save me from my friends.”
For once more I do assure you that the day of steady competency on the part of the Kandyan craftsman, though
but a hundred years behind us, is no less far off and out of reach than are the traditional art and skill of the
European craftsmen of five hundred years ago.
It is, then, in the words of the manifesto of the English Society for the preservation of Ancient Buildings
founded by William Morris in 1877,
for all these buildings that we plead, and call upon those who have to deal with them, to put protection in the place of
restoration, to stave off decay by daily care, to prop a perilous wall or mend a leaky roof by such means as are
obviously meant for support or covering and show no pretence of other art, and otherwise to resist all tampering with
either the fabric or the ornament of the building as it stands; … in fine, to treat your ancient buildings as monuments of
a bygone art, created by bygone manners, that modern art cannot meddle with without destroying.

245.172 Excerpt from Vanished Trails: “The Last Of The Veddas”\fn{By Richard Lionel Spittel (1881-1969)}
Tangalle, Hambantota District, Southern Province, Sri Lanka (M) 10
1
Jungle dawn! One by one the human occupants of the Pihilegoda Cave awoke to face another hungry day.
Food, the sole concern of their lives, had to be snatched from burrow and brake. Food, wary and fleet-footed,
slinking in daytime lairs; buried food with only a slender vine to betray its presence; food cached in the crevices
by industrious little creatures that suck the nectar of wild flowers.
Here in the year 1902, in the island of Ceylon, which is no more than half the size of England, were foodgatherers living troglodyte lives in their ancestral dens. Here the last remnant of Ceylon’s aborigines, the Veddas,
consisted of no more than about six families under the patriarchal protection of their good chief, Neela.
They hardly knew the meaning of the word agriculture, even that elemental form of it known as the chena,
adopted by their more sophisticated brethren. Nor could they fashion the craziest bark and wattle shack. They
were nomad hunters; their food was entirely of the forests, their weapons the bow and arrow, and the little axe
they carried hitched over the shoulder or thrust under the waist-string for handiness in a moment of sudden peril.
Meagre loin-cloths were their only attire.
Bundling up in strips of cloth their monkey-skin pouches containing bark chews, and knotting them round their
waists, three of the men, with their hounds at heel, took to the jungle—randanawa they called it. Whether they
would return that evening, or not for a day or two, depended on the luck of the chase.
The women and children left behind nibbled what fragments of food they could lay hands on. A few of them
went scrounging for yams and edible herbs. The boys—naked, dusty, tousled scallawags—grouped themselves
under the leadership of the seven-year-old Poromola, second son of the chief Neela. His brother, Vela, was three
years older, but Poromola was their acknowledged leader.
“Today we’ll cut bambaras,” he declared.
An immense nuga tree stood on top of the great boulder that roofed the cave. Its trailing aerial roots strung the
face of the rock like the strings of a cello. Clambering up these like a pack of monkeys, the boys reached the
summit and deployed in search of kiri-vel vines with which to construct a means for the descent. Lining two of
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these out parallel, they dextrously interwove the rungs, and soon had dangling down the vertical front of the
boulder a ladder which they firmly secured by its end to a stout sapling on the brow. Then they set about
fashioning the appurtenances of the honey—gatherer-a smoker, made up of a bundle of green sprigs ensheathing
dry litter, a stake pointed at one end and four-pronged at the other, and a lashed fragment of gourd to receive the
honey.
Descending the ladder, Poromola plastered the rock face with lumps of mud in imitation of a colony of
bambara honeycombs. Then, armed with his ungainly implements, he climbed down the ladder to the level of the
make-believe hives. He first smoked the combs to scatter the imaginary bees, spitted them with the stake, and
transferred them into the gourd.. Regaining the summit, he made a great show of beating off attacking bees and
rushed into the jungle to escape them, his companions joining in the fun. Finally they collected round the gourd
and pretended to eat the honey.
This, their favourite game, was done in exact mimicry of their elders; though it was pantomime, it fitted them
in after life for the hazardous role of honey-cutter of the precipices, which only the bravest and hardiest of them
would eventually attain. And nowhere was rock better adapted to this purpose than at Pihilegoda Cave in the
Sitala Wanniya hill, where generation after generation of Veddas had received their training.
Tiring of their play, the boys roamed the jungle with their pellet bows, chasing birds and lizards, observing
spoor, climbing trees, and eating wild berries, however unsavoury. Quantity, not quality, was what mattered to
their hungry stomachs.
*
By noon the women returned with yams which they boiled and ate. Then they settled down, patiently, to await
the return of their men.
It was late in the evening when the hunters arrived with honey, a few monitor lizards, and a brace of wanderoo.
These were impartially divided among the family groups according to their number. Soon the fires were alight and
savoury flesh simmered in a concoction of wild yams, herbs, and fiery little chillies. During the day the men had
satisfied something of their hunger off a roasted monkey, and now saw to it that the women and children had their
full share. Eating to repletion when food was in plenty, and resigning themselves to privation in times of scarcity,
was the routine of their existence.
The Pihilegoda Cave was cunningly concealed by Nature; like all Vedda rock-shelters, it was set well up the
tree-mantled side of the Sitala Wanniya hill, strewn with boulders and packed with innumerable dens of bear,
leopard, and porcupine, and every cranny was the likely habitat of some deadly reptile.
A herd of elephants homed on the lower slopes of the hill. Awakening towards evening from their daytime
slumbers, they would trumpet their challenge to the jungle, proclaiming they were afoot. The chena-dwellers of
Kaluwinne, five miles away, would hear it and be troubled. To them it was the alert that betokened the raid on
their plantain groves and manioc plots—for there is no food more savoury to the elephant than that of men’s
growing. If the vigilance of the watchers were to fail a single night, months of labour would be wasted.
As darkness closed on the jungle, the Vedda family groups, each in its allotted nook of the cave, lay round the
comfort of their fires. Scantily clad as they were—the men in merest scraps of loin-cloths, the women in rags
barely sufficient for their hips, the younger children wholly naked—their fires were their only source of warmth
against the chills of the night. Some lay on deer skins, others on a spread of pana leaves which served to smooth
the unevenness of their rocky beds. The children snuggled up so close to the fires that they awoke in the morning
all ashen. As for the dogs, dawn usually found them curled up in the very midst of the warm ashes.
Fitfully during the night one or other of the Veddas would awaken in the cold and stir up the dying embers
giving warmth to the group. He would squat by the fire a long while before resuming his slumbers. The petulant
whimper of a hungry child fumbling at its mother’s breasts could be heard at intervals, or the uneasy growl of a
cur disturbed by some ominous footfall. So, while the creatures of the night roamed around them, the Veddas of
the cave slept tranquilly.
Tonight, however, it was to be otherwise.
*
Selli, Neela’s wife, heard it first—a strange cry away down in the jungle.
“Did you hear that?” she asked her husband who lay beside her, in an awed whisper.
“Hear what?” he asked drowsily.
As if in answer, it came again—a frail, eerie sobbing from the darkness. A dog wailed and was silenced with a
curse; it cowered down moaning. Soon all the Veddas were awake, the younger ones clinging to their parents. No
one spoke. After a long while they heard it once again for the last time—feebler and farther away it seemed. The
silence that followed was ominous.
“Hetha,” the dread whisper went round.
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None knew better than those children of Nature the luring ways of jungle demons. Sometimes in the form of
human beings, sometimes of animals, they decoyed men to their doom.
One by one the Veddas lay down again; but only to the children did sleep come. It was still dark when the pied
cuckoo on its lofty roost heralded the imminence of dawn, fluting its doleful call, botua kappan (cut the throat)—
to be reiterated like a knell all day long. A shadowy form arose and was leaving the cave, when Neela asked,
“Who’s that?”
“I, brother,” answered Bandaradua-rala. They were both about the same age, forty-five, and married to two
sisters.
“Where are you going?”
“To learn the cause of those cries.”
“Wait till dawn, brother,” Neela advised. “Darkness still lingers.”
“I cannot. Those cries lay on my chest all night. I should have gone sooner,” and Bandaradua slipped down the
lip of the cave and melted into the shadows.
The sense of direction is developed to perfection in the Vedda; with eyes closed he can reach his objective as
the arrow flies. The man had not even picked up a firebrand. He was groping his way cautiously along, not to be
taken unawares by any prowling creature, when the roll of a pebble behind him made him turn sharply round.
Gripping his axe, he stole cautiously towards it, and saw something crouch behind a boulder. He raised his axe to
strike.
“Don’t!” exclaimed a childish voice, and Poromola, Neela’s little son, revealed himself.
“What are you doing here?” asked Bandaradua in surprise.
“I followed you.”
“Go back,” the man snapped.
“Don’t send me away,” pleaded the boy. The man pondered a moment.
“Well, come along. Keep close behind me.”
They had reached the foot of the hill, when sniffing, and ripping sounds arrested them. Abruptly these ceased,
as a porcupine that had been gnawing a root bustled off.
Reaching a rocky streamlet, Bandaradua followed its course for some distance. Then he circled about, pausing
often and peering intently into the gloom. Somewhere here, he reckoned, was the source of the mysterious cries.
But strain his senses as he might, nowhere could he discern the least movement or sound.
A scarcely perceptible lifting of the darkness revealed to the Vedda that he had halted near an enormous
banyan tree whose wide-spreading branches dropped a profusion of aerial roots enclosing a network of recesses
around its giant stem.
Suddenly he stiffened to attention. The faintest of sounds had come from very close. Was it a sigh of the wind?
No, the air was close and breathless. He moved cautiously, his eyes probing the crannies. In one of these there
seemed to be a heavier shadow than elsewhere. A sleeping bear perhaps? Bandaradua gripped his axe, and
cautioning the boy with a gesture, he emitted a low grunt holding himself against attack. Nothing stirred.
He stooped and groped with his hand expecting to feel fur—but touched something smooth and cold.
Instinctively he withdrew his hand and shrank back, his skin prickling. Fascinated, the man stood rooted there
with his eyes riveted to the object, until the first faint flush of dawn revealed dimly the naked form of a woman,
cuddling to her breast a bundle of dirty cloth.
He approached and touched her again. Her clammy rigidity told him she was dead. Gently he disengaged the
bundle from her clenched hands and tremulously felt within its folds to discover an infant. The woman had
stripped herself of her only garment to give warmth to the thing she bore.
Without waiting to ascertain whether the child lived, Bandaradua hastened back to the cave, Poromola
following excitedly at a run.
“Take this,” he said handing the frail burden to Neela’s wife. Reluctant at first, Selli handed the child she was
suckling to another woman and tremulously uncovered the foundling.
“Has it life?” she asked dubiously.
“I didn’t wait to see,” Bandaradua replied.
“Give it your breast,” suggested one of the women.
Selli adjusted her nipple to the infant’s lips, and moved closer to the fire that Neela kindled. There was no
response. She squeezed a few drops of milk into the little mouth, only to see them dribble away. With tender
solicitude she coaxed and fondled the lifeless form for a long while without result. She was about to abandon her
efforts, when, revived by the fire’s warmth, the infant gave a slight gasp. There was a faint grip of the nipple, a
mere tremor of the lips, then a spasmodic sucking and a feeble cry.
Thus it was that the child they afterwards called Gama, because he was born on a journey (gamana), came into
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the clan.
Inspecting the body of the mother later that day, they saw that she was young, perhaps fifteen, emaciated and
bruised.
“What devil could have treated this poor girl so?” pondered Neela. “Who can she be?”
2
The Veddas vaguely believed in a multitude of phantoms that haunted rocks and trees, glades and springs.
They had besides a firm faith in the guardianship of the living by the spirits of the dead; not only of the forgotten
nameless dead, long merged into a general spirit world, but more especially of the recent remembered dead, called
collectively Nae Yaku.
The prevalence of cousin-marriage among them created a close inter-relationship between the various members of the clan; and the Nae Yaku stood towards their living kindred in the light of friends and relatives who, if
revered, manifested benevolence, but if neglected, remained indifferent to their sorrows or evinced active hostility.
Dominant over the Nae Yaku were the spirits of a few traditional heroes, chief of whom were the brothers
Kande Yaka and Bilindi Yaka. The legend went that Kande Yaka, when seven years old, was entrusted with the
care of his infant brother, Bilindi Yaka, while their parents were out hunting. Bilindi, feeling hungry, began to cry
and would not be comforted, so Kande Yaka dashed him on the ground and killed him. Kande Yaka afterwards
became the patron of hunters, and both brothers were always supplicated at the beginning of all propitiatory
ceremonies.
Next in importance to Kande Yaka was Bambura Yaka, also called Ala Yaka, who, though he might provide
yams and help to kill pigs, might also, if angered, cause illness or lead dogs astray and have them killed by
leopards. Similar in nature was Panniki Yaka.
Here then was the very birth of religion; the postulates of the groping mind of primitive man to account for the
enigma of good and evil. Beyond that stage the Vedda religion did not go. They had no conception of a Supreme
Being, a God of the Universe.
“Where is he?” they might ask. “On a rock, or a tree, or an ant-hill? We never saw a God.”
Closed in by their jungles, rife with malign influences, their minds did not aspire to the heavens. They paid no
obeisance to the sun or moon.
Intimate as was the bond between the living and the dead, there was nothing that the Veddas feared more than a
corpse. To that inert husk, they imagined, must cling something of life itself, and that a period of some days must
elapse before the spirit of the deceased could pass into the general spirit world. Until such time it haunted the
place of death.
So attached to a loved one might a spirit be that it would endeavour by throwing sand or stones, or assuming
the form of a suddenly vanishing beast, to inspire fear that would cause sickness and death, thus ensuring reunion
in the spiritual sphere. Or so earthbound might some forlorn soul be as to endeavour by such means to draw the
attention of the living to itself, and be freed by a propitiatory rite.
The Veddas of the Pihilegoda Cave, having covered in all haste the corpse of the wandering Vedda girl, most
scrupulously shunned thereafter the spot where she lay, making a wide detour on their passage into and out of the
cave, to avoid even the sight of the vast and gloomy tree that was her sepulchre.
*
That all was not right with her restless spirit soon became manifest.
One night, within a week of her death, a centipede bit a child; the boy, Poromola, fell ill with a fever, probably
caused by his alarming experience; there was no luck in hunting; and most significant of all, stones kept falling
into the cave. All were signs that the spirit of the dead craved the attention of the living.
The morning of the seventh day found all the Veddas, men, women and children, gathered at their dancing
place by the foot of the hill—merely a flat clearing of the jungle that also served as their bartering ground.
Wadipola they called it. This was their sylvan temple amidst the towering trees. It contained no emblem of God,
no altar. Here they were now to enact a ritual as old as the rocks around them—the dance to the Nae Yaku.
Neela, chieftain, priest and dancer all in one, stepped into the middle of the space, stabbed an arrow into the
ground, and set beside it a gourd of water, and some boiled yams on a tripod of sticks. Holding an arrow in both
hands he moved round the offering and began the ancient incantation:
My departed one, my departed one, my God!
Where art thou wandering?
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The monotonous chant, inviting the spirits to the feast, went on and on. Almost imperceptibly the kapurale’s
walk became a shuffle, his paces lengthened. With each step he patted the ground twice with the ball of the
advanced foot and his body swayed rhythmically from the waist in a half turn. His movements gained momentum
as his excitement increased. Each half turn of the body forward was accompanied by a lowering of the head, the
dishevelled hair falling over the face; and at each half turn backward the head was tossed up. Some of the men
joined in with snatches of song and dance, marking the rhythm by tapping their chests or abdomens, while the
onlookers clapped their hands in unison.
The general invocation now gave place to one in which each of the more prominent Yaku was individually
addressed. Kande Yaka, Lord of the Dead, was the first invoked. His prowess in hunting as a man was recalled.
Going from hill to hill, tracking from spoor to spoor
The path of the sambhur.

The vehemence of the dancer’s movements, his utter obliviousness to his surroundings, soon indicated that the
ceremony was gathering to its climax. Neela, imbued with a belief in the reality of the Yaka about to possess him,
surrendered himself to a frenzy. Streaming with sweat, he panted and gasped, his shaggy hair tossing wildly.
Then, as the Yaka entered him, he moaned and screamed, and with a tremor of the body collapsed, unconscious,
into the hands of one who closely followed him.
Worked to a contagious excitement, two of the other Veddas became possessed. Recovering dazedly from his
fall, Neela bent over the offerings as if inspecting them, and, to show that the Yaka within him was pleased, he
sprang suddenly away, shouting,
“Ah! Ah!”
Other Yaku were invoked in turn: Bilindi Yaka, Bambura Yaka and the rest of them. With each possession the
kapurale, going into paroxysms, panted out instructions he received in hoarse, guttural accents and shouts of
“Ah! Ah! “
The spirits, having declared their approval of the gifts, promised protection from evil and help in hunting. The
kapurale, pointing to the sky, indicated the auspicious hour for starting; like a nosing hound he gave the direction
it should take; and marked on his forearm the length of the quarry’s horns. The ceremony ended with an
invocation to the Nae Yaku:
Hail! Hail !
Come wherever you may be;
On a tree, on a rock, or in the forest, come!
Come and partake of this.
Grant us your aid as you did when alive.
Eat and drink. Think no wrong of us.
We also eat and drink.

Neela paused a few moments, and then continued:
You who sought us, whom we failed to save,
Grieve not, whoever you may be,
But lie at rest. We have your child;
He shall be as one of ours.
And should the man who wronged you live,
May his fate be as he deserves.

Going up to Selli, who stood with the foundling in her arms, Neela passed his hands over its face and chest.
Then Bandaradua, who had been a silent spectator, stepped out and with bowed head stood before Neela for his
blessing. The Veddas thought that a strange thing for the dour old Bandaradua to do.
Finally, all, including the children and even the dogs, gathered round the simple offering of yams and water
and partook of them. Thus did those folk of the woods make communion with the spirits of their newly dead.
3
Eight years had passed. Sickness and misadventure had reduced the Vedda clan to barely a dozen individuals.
Poromola, second son of Neela, was now a sturdy lad of fifteen. He was the constant companion of Gombira,
his brother-in-law, who was twice his age, and a splendid hunter. Always on the trails together, Gombira taught
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Poromola all the jungle craft he knew. To become as accomplished as his mentor was the boy’s sole desire. It was
a grand day for Poromola when under Gombira’s guidance he climbed down a cane ladder and for the first time
took from the face of a precipice a bambara comb—a fine achievement for one so young.
But Poromola was marked out for other duties as well. His father, the kapurale, had chosen him as his
successor. Into the esoteric mysteries of that calling he had to serve a long and rigorous apprenticeship, as the boy
increasingly realized from that first day when Neela led him up to the isolated ledge that was to be his place of
instruction, and initiated him with the solemn invocation to the Yaku.
“Ayu bowa! May your life be long. From today I am rearing a scholar of the mind. Take no offence, I pray. I
but unfold to my pupil how to give offerings to you!”
The novitiate was exacting. During all that period both teacher and pupil, as the kapurale before any ceremony,
had scrupulously to avoid even touching those food taboos, pig or fowl. Sambhur or monitor lizard was the only
permissible flesh.
Poromola was an apt pupil, and in the course of time imbibed all the knowledge imparted to him. But as long
as his father lived he was not permitted to perform ceremonies by himself, though he might occasionally assist in
them and become possessed of the Yaku.
Of his two accomplishments Poromola inclined more to the chase than to the ceremonial dance; and if he
responded willingly to his father’s behests, he sprang to his feet with greater alacrity when Gombira the hunter
called.
*
It was now the month of July, the dry season of the year, the great hunting time of the Veddas, when game
frequented water-holes, and honeycombs were at their fullest.
Taking their dogs, the men would set out for their favourite resorts, about Galmede and the Nuwaragala Hills,
and return days afterwards with smoked flesh and honey. Most of this was used for food, but some was reserved
for barter with the Sinhalese chena-dwellers or the pedlar Moors who from time to time visited, with their laden
pack-bulls, the scattered forest communities.
The Veddas, proverbially jealous of their women, permitted no strangers to approach their caves, which were
always well concealed in the enforested hillsides. The paths to these caves were a carefully guarded secret, not
indicated by even a snapped sapling or blazed tree. Every Vedda child soon learnt to pick its way through the
wilds by observation of natural landmarks with no artificial aid whatsoever to guide it. They were a folk as shy
and silent as the deer in the dappled shades.
If a stranger wished to make contact with the Veddas, it was the acknowledged custom for him to approach
within calling distance of a cave, shout, and await the arrival of its occupants, without expecting an answering call
which might betray the position of their refuge.
One morning the Veddas of the Pihilegoda Cave were having a restful time, their men having returned the
previous evening from a successful three-day hunt, when a faint “Hoo!” reached them from the direction of their
wadipola at the foot of the hill.
“Who can that be?” asked Neela.
“The Moor, perhaps. He usually comes about this time,” said Gombira, who was whittling an arrow shaft. The
“Hoo” was repeated.
“Let’s go down and see,” Neela said, rising. Gombira and Poromola followed him.
They found, awaiting them, Agamilawa, the Moor from Kattankudi on the coast, with his son. A pack-bull,
bestraddled with sacks, was cropping what grass and shoots it could find in the heavy shade.
The Veddas grunted a greeting and seated themselves. They were a people of few words even among themselves. Their language, a Sinhalese patois, interspersed with archaic Aryan words and circumlocutory expressions, after the manner of jungle folk, was easily understood by anyone with a knowledge of Sinhalese.
“Anything for barter?” asked the Moor, as they sat chewing the fragments of tobacco he distributed.
“We have,” said Neela.
“Whatever you need is here.” The pedlar nodded towards his beast of burden.
At a sign from Neela, Poromola left for the cave. He returned after a while bearing on his shoulder a bulging
sack constricted at the middle, and a gourdful of bambara honey. Undoing the knot at the mouth of the sack he
tumbled out a medley of dried meat of sambhur, monkey, pig, and monitor lizard; and, releasing the middle
constriction, a heap of swiftlets’ nests and the medicinal herb, bin-kohomba, both of which the Veddas collect,
solely for barter.
Agamilawa, helped by his son, heaved the packs off his sumpter beast, very much to its relief, and set them
down before him.
“What do you want?” he asked. There was an awkward pause.
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“Say, son,” Neela bade Poromola.
By a tacit understanding the two older Veddas had decided that this was to be the lad’s day. Seated on their
haunches, chewing their quid, they watched the proceedings with a quizzical interest.
“Let’s see some cloth,” Poromola said. Rummaging in his sack, the Moor extracted a bundle of Batticoloa
sarongs and displayed them.
“Not this kind,” the boy said hesitatingly, having pretended to examine them.
“Women’s cloths?” Poromola nodded.
“Ah, is that the way of it!” the Moor commented, directing a smile at Neela; but receiving no encouragement,
he suppressed the jest that rose to his lips, and proceeded to lay out before the boy’s bewildered gaze a garish
display of flowered chintzes. After prolonged consideration, Poromola’s choice fell on a pink one. The Moor tore
off a length, folded it deftly and handed it over.
“Anything else?” he asked. Seeing the lad’s hesitation, he plunged his hand into his sack and drew out some
bangles and bead necklaces.
“What about these?” he asked.
Poromola picked out a pair of nickel bracelets and a red bead necklace. Contented with his purchases he
moved off.
“Nothing for yourself on a day like this?” the pedlar suggested, snapping open a tempting clasp-knife.
“Such things are not for me,” Poromola said, though his eyes gloated. “I have all I want. Now give them
something,” nodding towards Neela and Gombira.
“What more can we have?” Neela asked the Moor.
“Not much. Those things I gave the boy about cover the value of what he brought. But I can’t let you go
empty-handed.” He lugged out of his sack a pungent bundle of tobacco leaves tied by their stems, detached half a
dozen of the worst he could find, and set them aside. To these he added a handful of areca-nuts, about two dozen
betel leaves, a measure of salt and a packet of chunam—articles which he knew the Veddas prized.
“You may have the lot,” he said with a generous air.
These pedlar Moors travel far and are hard bargainers. The ignorant Veddas were always easy prey, taught to
look upon their own commodities, got by the sweat of their brow and at the peril of their life, as of little value
compared with the shoddy stuff deemed good enough for jungle folk. So the Veddas felt they had done very well.
“Give the boy that knife,” Gombira suggested.
“How can I do that, when I have already given so much?” Agamilawa protested with an injured air:
“Hmm … All right! Considering the occasion I give it as my present,” and with a twinkle in his eye, he thrust
the knife into Poromola’s eager grasp.
*
When they returned to the cave Poromola went up to where the dark-eyed, tousy-haired girl, Kalu, was seated,
and placed in her hands the gifts he brought. For them it was to be their wedding-day.
The girl was only thirteen, Poromola two years older. Veddas mated at an early age, the girls often before puberty. Cousin-marriage was the custom, but with this strong distinction—that it had to be between the children of
brother and sister; never between the offspring of two brothers or two sisters, which they regarded as incest, punishable, in former times, by death.
Who Poromola’s wife was to be was a foregone conclusion. He had no eligible cousin, but there was Kalu. She
had come as a little girl of three with Bandaradua-rala and his wife when they first joined the clan some ten years
previously, their own folk, the Veddas of the Bandaradua Rock, having died out.
Bandaradua and his wife were an ill-assorted pair, always bickering. The man’s natural moroseness and
irascibility was heightened by a sinister scar across his scraggily bearded face, and a blinded eye caused by a
bear’s claws. The woman was a nagger. Quarrels between them were incessant. Her ill humours were usually
vented on her step-daughter, the innocent little Kalu, of whom Bandaradua was very fond. Her retaliation against
him was to persecute the girl.
That their squabbles did not seriously interfere with their marital relations was evidenced by the birth of a
child, which was followed two years later by another. The coming of these served only to aggravate Kalu’s
misery. Added to her duties as common drudge, she had now to tend the children. If one should cry or meet with
any mishap, it was she who was to blame. Her every childish delinquency was punished, mainly in Bandaradua’s
absence, by chastisement and starvation.
Arriving tired one afternoon after a long hunt, when a man’s temper is frayed to breaking point, Bandaradua
found Kalu crying bitterly outside the cave. Her frail body was wealed with blows and there were burns on her
thighs. The man beat his wife so unmercifully that day that it was all the men, could do to prevent her being
killed. Then he retIred into the Jungle, as Veddas usually did, to work off his ill-humour.
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As he had not returned for two days, Gombira went in search of him. Not until he had scoured the enforested
Sitala Wanniya hill through many arduous hours did he come upon him towards evening, in the wind-swept
Galapita Cave at the very summit.
Gombtra was a young man of thirty, Bandaradua some fifty years or more. Gombira’s mission required finesse.
He made the meeting seem accidental, and, affecting tiredness, seated himself beside the other. Unfolding his
monkey-skin pouch from his waist cloth, he extracted his last fragment of tobacco and offered it to Bandara-dua
who tossed it into his mouth and began chewing; he had been starving for two days. Allowing time for the
soothing properties of the narcotic to take effect, Gombira essayed his first remark:
“A strong wind beats here.” Bandaradua deigned no reply.
Gombira began ruminating audibly on the hard conditions of their life, putting a discreet question now and
then. Bandaradua’s grunts gradually became articulate. Subtly the younger man directed the talk to their women
and children, and then slipped in the subject on his mind.
“I know, uncle, it’s none of my business,” he said, “but don’t you think that these quarrels between you and
your woman might one day end seriously?”
“It nearly did the other day,” growled Bandatadua.
“That girl Kalu seems to be the cause of your troubles.”
“What can she do, poor thing? She’s treated worse than a dog.”
“Don’t we all know that?” Gombira agreed.
“Then why not give the girl to us. My wife and I will look after her.” Bandaradua pondered a while. Coming to
a sudden decision, he rose, saying:
“Good. Let’s go down. It’s getting late.”
No sooner did they arrive at their cave than Bandaradua took Kalu by the hand and led her to where Handi,
Gombira’s wife, was seated, and said,
“From today your place is here.”
“They may have the bitch,” was the parting benediction of the girl’s tormentor.
But soon she was to realize the extent of her loss. And this, added to Kalu’s obvious happiness under the new
arrangement, served only to increase the harridan’s ill-humour, though an affected disdain was all the retaliation
she dared. Responding to the kindness she received, Kalu blossomed into a fine girl.
*
Even as a child Poromola had always been sensitive to Kalu’s ill treatment. Of a kindly and generous nature,
he felt for her most when chastisement was the aftermath to some innocent escapade she shared with him and the
other children, whose parents never minded what they did.
Poromola and Kalu now often found themselves coming upon each other in lonely places. But each was ignorant that it was of the other’s contriving. One day he surprised her adorned in a necklace of jasmine blossoms
strung on a fibre, with red ixoras stuck in the holes of her ear lobes that Gombira had made with a thorn. That day,
had Poromola been of a more impetuous nature, he might have brought to a natural culmination, after the fashion
of primitive folk, his passion for the girl. But Poromola had a sense of rectitude rare in one so young.
The feelings of the two for each other were not lost on the older folk. And so when, in a single day, thanks to
the opportune arrival of the pedlar Moor, the affair reached its rapid climax, it seemed as if all had been prearranged, and created no surprise except to Kalu, whose heart fluttered with a sudden rapture as Poromola placed
his gifts in her hands.
Having done this, Poromola sat down beside his parents, while the women and children grouped round Kalu
admiring her rare possessions. The first excitement over, the women addressed themselves to the preparation of
the marriage feast.
Gombira called Kalu away, and together they clambered up the hill to a crevice from which sprouted long,
pale-green mottled tufts of bow-string hemp. Wrenching off half a dozen of the leaves, Gombira split them in
halves and peeled off their outer coverings. Then, one by one, he squeezed the pulp off the fibre by drawing them
repeatedly between his palm and a low bough, until there only remained a silken wisp of tough pliable filaments.
These he handed to Kalu, who twisted them deftly into a neat cord about a yard long—her sole contribution to the
wedding ceremony.
When the feast was ready, and the girl dressed in her finery, Poromola went up and stood before her. She rose
and knotted round his waist the hempen cord she had twisted. He adjusted his loin-cloth over it, and with an arrow
tip cut away the old string. That trifling ritual made them man and wife. Henceforth, as long as Kalu lived,
Poromola would wear no waist cord but of her twisting.
Standing thus a few moments side by side the pair presented an odd contrast: the boy in his statuesque nudity;
the budding beauty of the begrimed, frowzy-haired girl robed in a cloth of startling newness. It would, however,
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not be long before the cloth became sobered to a fitter drabness.
They sat down to the feast—a stew of dried meat and wild yams seasoned with tiny, red-hot chillies and
pungent leaves, followed by honey. Large kenda leaves served for plates. Kalu shared out her husband’s portion
first, and did not eat hers until he had finished. Soon afterwards Poromola picked up his weapons and led his wife
away, his dog, Kadiya, following at their heels.
*
Many days passed and they had not returned. Neela, becoming anxious, sent Bandaradua and Gombira in
search of them. They had not gone many miles when they met the pair returning, Poromola with two langurs on a
carrying-stick, and Kalu with a honeycomb between two bark slats bound together.
“Where have you been so long?” Gombira asked.
“Just wandering about,” Poromola casually replied.
“You should have told us you meant to be away so long.”
“We didn’t know ourselves. It just happened. Day followed day and we were happy, weren’t we?”
He looked at Kalu and she smiled back.
4
There was not a Vedda of the Pihilegoda Cave but manifested some stigma of his environment. Most of them,
even the very young, had enlarged spleens—Nature’s defence against malaria. Parangi (framboesia), so like
syphilis except for its mode of infection, first introduced by the Portuguese through their African slaves, was
endemic in the arid jungles. Contracted in childhood, the malady lay dormant in the constitution throughout life,
recrudescing every now and then and leaving crippled joints and distorted bones. Ringworm was rife. Every
tousled head was lousy. Foul bandages secured herbal poultices over many an ulcer or infected wound. Yet,
despite it all, they were a brave little group who accepted their ills as implicit in existence.
Neela was getting too old for the rigours of the chase. Bandaradua, about the same age, was taciturn and
moody. So most of the hunting fell to Gombira and Poromola and the loutish Kanghireliya.
Gombira was the very exemplar of the Vedda hunter. No more than five foot four inches in height, shaggyhaired and sparsely-bearded, his eyes, deeply set under prominent brow ridges, sparkled with a constant alertness
that missed nothing on the trail. Soft-footed as a panther, he stalked his quarry close, never returning from a hunt
empty-handed. He was as tough as hemp, capable of great endurance, and imperturbable in peril. Generoushearted to a degree, he cheerfully accepted the role of mainstay of that community.
Such was the man who had had the training of Poromola in his formative years. Now, even at the age of
sixteen, the lad could creditably take his stand at Gombira’s side. They were an inseparable pair.
The bond between their wives, too, was close. When the men were out hunting, they would wander away with
an axe between them, gathering herbs, poisoning fish in pools, seeking honey, and often routing out with their
dogs a monitor lizard or a pangolin. Sometimes they accompanied their husbands on the trails.
Kanghireliya owed his name to pendulous appendages in his ears. He was a good-natured simpleton of forty,
and was more useful as a beast of burden when some large quarry, such as a sambhur, was killed, than as a hunter. Smaller animals, like mouse-deer and monitors, were, however, within his competence, thanks mainly to his
well-trained bitch, Mukulu, easily the best of the Vedda dogs.
His matrimonial affairs had been unfortunate. His half-Vedda wife had abandoned him for a Sinhalese some
years previously. Since then he had forsworn the sex. One day Neela told him of a Vedda woman he had seen in a
Sinhalese chena some miles away who should suit him well.
“No woman for me. I’ve had enough with one,” scorned Kanghireliya. He lost no time, however, in visiting
that chena, and contriving, with a deal of patience, to meet the woman alone.
She was not much to look at, but then neither was he. Being a widow, she did not stand on ceremony, and their
wooing was swift and complete. He promised to call for her in a couple of days. On the eve of doing so, he confided his intention to Neela and Gombira, giving them a naïve account of his adventure, much to their amusement.
*
The morning dawned and the Veddas awoke one by one, sitting up and lazing off the inertia of sleep.
“What ails Kanghireliya that he sleeps so late?” observed Neela, glancing towards the end of the cave where
the man lay with his brindled bitch, Mukulu, beside him. Gombira walked up and prodded him, saying:
“Cousin, get up. It’s your wedding day. Your bride awaits you.”
There was no response. He turned the man over, only to spring aside just in time, as a great cobra that had
snuggled unseen beside its victim reared its awful head.
With cries of fear the women and children tumbled over each other as they rushed from the cave. The dogs
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cowered, whining. But Mukulu, her hackles up, pounced on the reptile with an angry snarl. She seized it, shook it
violently and flung it aside. The snake hissed ominously. As the dog flew at it a second time, it lunged out and
buried its fangs in the animal’s flank. Mukulu wrenched the cobra free, and before it could recover, got a securer
hold and shook it fiercely. That broke the reptile's spine but it was still full of fight. The cobra was a large one,
and snakes take a lot of killing. With its hood gamely poised on the unscathed half of its length it kept its
antagonist in play. Bereft of power to strike hard, it struck again and again while being savaged by the dog. It was
an hour before she left the snake a writhing mass of shreds and tatters. Not until then did Mukulu move unsteadily
away to crouch down beside her beloved master, slavering at the mouth, panting in distress—soon to relax in
death.
The Veddas watched the fight fascinated. To them that avenging creature was more than a snake. The motionless form of him who had been their daily companion shook them to their depths, and left them with but one
course—the immediate abandonment of their cave.
*
Hastily bundling up their meagre belongings, they began their pilgrimage. Nor did they rest until they came
late that afternoon to a stream many miles away. Darkness found the men grouped on a rock apart from the women and children. .
“Pihilegoda Cave will never see us again,” Neela said sadly. “Generations of us have grown up there. No more
will the children play at honey-taking on that rock.”
“Why, father, some day we may go back there,” Poromola faltered.
“Never again, son. Our people are few, our caves everywhere the lairs of bears and leopards. This remnant of
us is all that is left of five separate clans I knew as a boy.” Bandaradua, who had been silent and moody all day,
asked:
“Where do we go from here?”
“I don’t quite know. Balana Cave perhaps,” Neela replied. “What do you think, cousin?”
“That’s best for you; there are chenas close by there. But I have a mind to return to my old home.”
“There’s no one in Bandaradua now,” expostulated Neela in surprise. “The last time we passed that way, a few
endaru plants and a cadju tree were the only signs that men had ever lived there.”
“Nevertheless that’s where I mean to go.”
“You’ll do better to keep with us, cousin. There are your wife and children to consider. You will have no one to
help you there. And if you leave us now, with Kanghireliya also gone, we shall be few enough ourselves.”
“What you say is true. But my way from here is not yours.”
“Might we have done you some wrong?” Neela asked.
“None whatever. You’ve all been very good to me, though I have often been but a poor companion. My burden
is here,” and Bandaradua touched his chest.
With that cryptic utterance Neela had to be satisfied, knowing the obstinacy of his kinsman. When the Veddas
began to move next morning, Bandaradua said to his wife who, with their two little boys, was about to follow the
others,
“Not that way for us.”
“Where are you going, then?”
“You’ll soon know. Follow me.”
“You may do as you like,” the woman retorted angrily. “I and our boys go with our lokka.”
“Come!” her husband exploded, gripping her arm and thrusting her back. With a cry of pain the woman nursed
her wrenched shoulder.
“Go with him. It is best,” Neela advised kindly. “We’ll meet again.” Then turning to Bandaradua, he said,
“Brother, we are going.” An acquiescent grunt was all the man’s farewell.
Neela shepherded his loitering flock, and with Gombira and Poromola, slowly led the way. For a long time
they heard the wrangling voices of the pair they left behind, and the forlorn cries of their children.
*
The first violent outburst over, Bandaradua and his wife walked on in morose silence. Gradually the man’s
preoccupation relaxed to an awareness of his surroundings. Food had to be found; but without a dog this proved
difficult. Towards noon they came to Wapuran-penela, a slope of rock streaked with a dribble of spring water,
trickling down to a wooded gorge at the foot of the towering rock called Ethbeddagala. Here they satisfied
something of their hunger off a roasted monitor lizard and a comb of the dammar bee they had got on the way.
After a rest they resumed their tiresome journey, with the younger boy astride Bandaradua’s hip. The night was
spent on the sandy bed of the Tota Oya. In the cool of the morning they trudged northwards down its course. The
sun was well up when Bandaradua stopped, turned to his sons and said,
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“Boys, you stay here. Your mother and I will go and look for yams. Don’t move from here until we return.”
This the little fellows of eight and six were only too glad to do. They lay down on the soft sand under a shady
tree and were soon asleep.
Bandaradua led his wife up the river bank into the jungle. A half mile beyond he began searching about until
he found a taut and slender vine of a yam.
“This one will do,” he remarked, squatting down. The woman did likewise.
“There’s something I want to tell you,” he said. The strange quietness of his tone surprised her. “You
remember that girl who died in childbirth one night under the nuga tree near our cave many years ago—the
mother of the boy we call Gama?”
“Yes,” she murmured.
“Do you know who she was?”
“How could I? I didn’t even see her body.”
“That was—my daughter.” The woman gave a startled exclamation.
“Yes, that’s who she was,” he continued in a smooth voice. “She was so thin and worn out that even I would
not have recognized her but for that burnt mark on her shoulder—you remember it. She was not your daughter,
but she was mine by another woman, and for that you hated her, as you did her sister, Kalu, Poromola’s wife. Your
cruelty drove her away when she was still a child. I searched for her everywhere but could not find her. Then we
left our home. Now I am going back there again.”
The dreadful sorrow of his words fell like a knell upon her ears. She sat speechless with downcast eyes, afraid
to look him in the face for what she might read there.
“When I saw her, starved, naked and dead, after all those years, and thought perhaps she had come seeking me,
I could have killed you for what you did. My sorrow now is that I shall never know the man who drove her to
that.”
Bandaradua rose and looked about him.
“I’ll cut you a stick to dig out that yam,” he said. Hacking a sapling with his axe, he pointed it and threw it
towards her saying,
“That gonala vine by the ehela tree there. I’ll look for another.”
Listlessly she rose, picked up the stake, knelt down and set to work. The tuber was a large one and buried deep.
By dint of much digging and scooping, she reached it at length. With her arm sunk to the axilla, she sprawled
prone, working her fingers round the yam.
All the while he watched her unseen. Like a panther he stalked closer and closer. So silent was his approach, so
sure the thwack of his axe-head on her skull, that she was dead before she knew anything. Just one shattering
blow nerved by the cumulated exasperation of years, no more.
Dragging her aside he completed the work she had been engaged in. Then he resharpened the stake, dug a
shallow grave and buried her together with the axe he had used. Taking the yam, he returned to the children.
He found them playing knucklebones with pebbles.
“Get up,” he said, “let’s be going.”
“Where’s mother?” they asked.
“Don’t worry about her. She’ll come later.”
“Father, there’s blood on your foot.”
“I stubbed it on a root,” he said irritably, and tossing some dry leaves on the smudge with his other foot, he
cleaned it off.
“Mother, mother,” moaned the boys as their father, carrying the younger and taking the elder’s hand, led them
away at a quick pace, for he had far to go.
At the first cry of, “I am hungry” from the smaller boy, Bandaradua set him down, rubbed a fire out of two
velang sticks and roasted the yam. It was large enough to fill all their stomachs and leave something over for
another meal.
Quitting the river, Bandaradua struck eastwards, north of Friar’s Hood, through a wild and desolate region
infested with bears. Two of these, taken unawares, suddenly rushed upon him, but he stood his ground and
shouted them off. Had they pressed home their attack he would have been at their mercy, for he had no axe. But a
bold front and unfaltering voice are man’s strong weapons in the jungle.
Emerging on the more open country round Divulana tank towards nightfall, they ate the remains of the yam
and slept.
They were now nearing a village, and on resuming their journey at dawn it was not long before they struck a
footpath which brought them to a cross-track showing signs of recent use. Here Bandaradua paused.
“Now, you two,” he said bending over his sons and placing his hands tenderly on their shaggy heads, “go along
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this path until you come to where there are people. It is not far. Don’t stop until you find them. They will ask you
how you came. You, Randuna, say your father, Bandaradua-rala, sent you, and that he will follow later. Your uncle
is there. He will look after you.”
“I’m very hungry,” Perna pleaded, reluctant to lose hold of his father’s hand.
“Poor things. You’ve had little enough to eat and we have travelled far. Soon you’ll have plenty of food. Now
go,” and embracing each, he urged them on gently, saying,
“Randuna, look after your brother.”
Reluctantly they obeyed him.
Unseen by them, their father followed, until the bark and wattle shacks of the Seerangamadu Veddas came in
sight. There, in the house of their uncle, the boys were to grow to manhood and only to remember that day as a
far-off dream.
The tired and sad old man retraced his steps, and walked all day. Night overtook him in the jungle, and he
slept. Listlessly he resumed his journey at dawn. Life henceforth held nothing for him; his work was done. He
was thirsty and hungry, but he did not care. With bowed head he trudged on like an automaton, oblivious of his
surroundings. Instinctively he homed through the trackless wilderness, straight as the heron flies, towards the
small Bandaradua Rock buried in the jungle.
The sun was setting over the treetops when he staggered up to the small cave that had been his childhood
home. Placing his bows and arrows beside him he sat down. Long he remained so, gazing towards the evening
sky. Like a garment darkness covered the world when he lay down.
He drowsed far into the morning and lay there all day, not rising to satisfy the gnawings of hunger or thirst. He
only wanted to die. For many days he lingered, through sunshine and through dark, through heat of noon and
dews of night, until life slowly ebbed away, and the creatures that prey on the dead became bolder and bolder.
The flies hovered, the black ants swarmed, while life still lingered. When the panther, whose lair had been
usurped, and the mongoose had done their work, only the scattered bones were left for porcupines to gnaw. …
289.11 Excerpt from Wedding Feast\fn{by Cumaratunga Munidasa (1887-1944)} Idigasaara Village, nr. Dickwella,
Matara District, Southern Province, Sri Lanka (M) 16
1
The sun shone on no other village more enchanting than the Chicken Village. One would fancy that the sun
shines only to view the sights of that village. The chickens’ houses, sporting grounds, fighting arenas, schools and
assembly halls were all suitably situated in the most suitable places. Therefore any specialist would be hard
pressed to find any fault in their arrangement.
The house consists of a large door. Unlike the houses of humans their walls are not constructed of rubble, lime
or clay. There is no lack of fresh air in their houses because the strips of wood framing the walls are loosely
fastened together. The house being situated in the sky is ample proof of the nobility of the occupants.
Except at night the chickens do not retire to their homes during the day. They have not been accustomed to
rushing into their houses for a nap merely because they suffered from a cold or headache. The chickens believe
that there is no better treatment for sickness than enjoying the fresh air out in the open; they practice what they
believe. Therefore one is able to see the chicken males, females and youngsters out in the open throughout the
day.
The chickens have many playgrounds. Their primary sport is wrestling and this they practice from the time that
babies learn to utter their first words. There are few letters in their alphabet, so their words are few. Therefore they
never attend school to learn their speech.
But at school they learn writing. The teacher is a lady chicken; it is not with their hands that they write but with
their feet. They do not hold a pen or a pencil but write with both of their feet. The children learn by watching their
teacher. And when they write treasures surface from the earth. The lady chicken and the children immedi-ately
pick up these treasures with their beaks.
The male chickens often fight. The day of a fight was a carnival day for Chicken Village. The young females
and their younger siblings would gather round to watch. The two contestants rushed in for the fight. One moment
it appeared that one was going to win. The next moment it appeared that the other was on the way to victory.
Their combs slashed; blood flowed freely. But neither one withdrew. When one could no longer bear up the pain
he fled, and only then the fight stopped. The winning chicken with his head held high belts out a victory cry
displaying his majesty and struts away with his female admirers.
As the sun sets all the chickens go into their respective homes. No one strolls in the night. Once in the house
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everyone immediately falls asleep. From this practice they learn that early to bed is a sure way to good health.
Even though they go to bed early they rise early and immediately start to recite their lessons. It is not their custom
merely to mutter. So whatever they say they say in a raised voice and in a clear note with distinct pronunciation of
the three syllabic measures: short, long and extra long. At this same time chicken children learn to recite their
lessons. Thus children learn reading from their fathers and writing from their mothers.
Their children are not. the only ones to learn from the chicken elders. Humans learn from them too. People
who are not idle hearing the cocks crow get up from sleep, wash themselves and start to study their lessons or
engage in other activities. Waking up early and inhaling a breath of fresh air, they live long lives, ward off disease
and acquire wisdom as well.
2
The Fox Grove is situated deep in the forest approximately one mile away from Chicken Village. That too is a
place worth seeing. With large branches spread out, enormous trees stand as if holding up the sky. Among these
are jakfruit, breadfruit, mango, palu, veera and other trees. The good smell of ripe jakfruit permeates throughout
the forest. Bowers form around the trunks of trees entwined with creepers abounding in flowers. There are caves
here and there. Monkeys amuse themselves eating fruits, flowers and leaves and jump from tree to tree. Squirrels
striking trees with their tails make a trilling sound. Bears climb trees in search of honey. Birds sweetly sing their
warbled songs.
In the caves and bowers another kind of creature lives.
These are no other than the foxes. At one place the lady foxes suckle their cubs and at another place the males
are fast asleep returning late from a night’s hunt. At another place the fox cubs frisk about. Scattered in every
direction are small and large bones of the animals that they have eaten. Young foxes act out mock hunts and run
races. One chases the other. The first one runs a little and rolls on the ground lifting all four paws in the air. The
pursuer snaps at the other’s stomach, paws and mouth and starts running himself. The first one immediately gets
up and takes up the chase and does the same things to the other biting him in the same places. Thus one can watch
what happens in Fox Grove throughout the day.
One day Mr. Wise, the fox pack leader, sat talking to several of the older foxes.
“Now food is very scarce in the forest, isn’t it? Yesterday I did not even eat a full belly,” he said.
“Certainly. Look, how tired we became yesterday catching that Mr. Rabbit. You chased him for some time and
he took off running. Seeing Mr. Joker in front of him he turned right and ran. Alas, what a run! I was half-dead by
the time I could lay a paw on him,” said Mr. Cunning.
“Suppose we did not even get that much!” said Mr. Joker with a sigh. Mr. Wise sat for a while in thought.
“I do not even remember the taste of chicken meat. Since the day my son Long Ears died in Chicken Village I
have not even gone in the direction of the place. We cannot afford to die simply because the meat is tasty. Alas,
when I remember how my son died right before my eyes, my eyes become wet with tears,” so saying Mr. Wise
wiped both his eyes. At this point Mr. Joker raised the question,
“What actually happened that day?” Mr. Wise described the event.
“What happened? No sooner had he entered Chicken Village that timid flock of chickens started to raise a
death cry. And just then that wicked Mr. Dog rushed in out of nowhere barking and chased Long Ears to the
middle of Chicken Village. Mr. Farmer came running with a piece of pointed stick, fire issued from that with a
loud explosion and that was the end of my son.”
Everyone heaved a sigh and no one talked. At last Mr. Wise himself started to talk.
“Okay. My son is dead. However without eating a piece of chicken meat I am sick as it were. What shall we
do?”
Even as he spoke like this Mr. Wise’s mouth began to water, and he licked his lips. The others also experienced the same phenomena.
“Shall we go, all of us, and snatch away four or five chickens?” Mr. Joker asked.
“Let’s go. Let’s go, but let’s go never to return,” Mr. Cunning said enthusiastically.
Mr. Wise again fell into thought. The rest sat watching his face. And when he could wait no more the words es caped from Mr. Joker’s mouth,
“This seems to be a very long thought.”
A trace of a smile crossed Mr. Wise’s mouth and he gently shook his head. His eyes widened, and he started to
speak.
“Look, if I do not bring to this very place chickens at the rate of at least one to each and every one of us, do not
call me Mr. Wise.”
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Saying so he proudly rolled his whiskers and again smacked his chops and licked his lips. Mr. Joker continued
to joke.
“Now that you have eaten chicken have you finished smacking your chops too!” Mr. Wise frowned and asked,
“On that day will you not be eating chicken meat as well?” Mr. Joker rolled his eyes.
“How are you going to bring the chickens here,” the rest asked. Mr. Wise turned his head to either side.
“No, no. I will not tell you now. If I were to tell it might jinx the plan. And if that happens you will have to put
the prefix “un” to my name. Let us wait and see.”
3
One day a great fear came to Mr. Wise.
Mr. Dog of Farm House was going towards the forest sniffing the ground with great care. Mr. Farmer who
followed him carried that fire stick upon his shoulder. Mr. Wise remembered his dead son, he remembered the fire
that issued from that stick, he remembered the explosion, and he remembered his son’s death cry. He ran a little
and looked back. Seeing Mr. Dog and Mr. Farmer go in another direction he felt a great relief and fell into
thought.
“Indeed a fine day to go to Chicken Village. Mr. Dog is not there. Mr. Farmer is not there either. There is no
fire stick, but still I don’t feel right about going there in the daytime. No, no. One or two chickens is not enough.
Today I should start to set the trap for the wedding feast bringing that whole great flock of chickens. This is the
best, most auspicious day for the trap that I conceived of that day.”
Mr. Wise went home, told his wife that he was going out and set off in the direction of Chicken Village.
At the time Mr. Wise reached Chicken Village, a great commotion prevailed. That day two matches were on at
two different grounds. In both matches the wrestlers were well-matched. Therefore two matches as powerful as
these had never been seen before.
Because neither withdrew a single step, not a word could be said about the potential for victory.
“Until the sun sets today, it is only fights that we will watch,” many females remarked.
In the meantime a baby chick of one lady passed the place where Mr. Wise sat. He was not enough for one
mouthful for Mr. Wise. Mr. Wise grabbed the chick with his mouth in a manner so that it could not utter a sound
and went to a distant bush. There he placed the chick in such a way that it could not escape. Mr. Wise returned to
the place where he sat. In a little while the female came searching for her son. Mr. Wise caught hold of the female
with his mouth and put her in the place where the chick was kept.
No sooner had that lady escaped from the jaws of Mr. Wise she started uttering death cries. These sounds were
not heard in Chicken Village. Mr. Wise advised her,
“Don’t raise death cries. It is true that in the past we committed sins against you. However we refrain from sin
now. Even on the last Poya Day I observed sil.\fn{Poya is the holy day of Buddhists, which literally means “fast day.” In
practice it is associated with the four phases of the moon. Sil is observed on Poya Day. As a laymans practice it means to observe the
precepts, namely, to refrain from stealing, killing, wrongful indulgence in pleasures of the senses, lying and taking intoxicants. }

“I brought you now to ask you if this is how you look after your children,” he said. “I saw this child going
about in the forest so I kept him here and brought you to hand him over. Now when little ones go about in the
forest—it is alright because I saw him—what if he was caught by a mongoose or a crow?
“Don’t be afraid. Go with the child. Except for times when I am here, at other times do not send the little one
in this direction.”
The female was surprised. Trembling she thanked Mr. Wise and left with the little one. Mr. Wise with great
affection kissed her head, caressed her on the back and her beak and he did the same to the chick exhibiting even
more affection.
“Go, daughter, go,” he said.
The female went with the little one in front. Mr. Wise followed. As they approached the female’s house, Mr.
Wise once again kissed and caressed her and her son. He advised her,
“Tomorrow I shall bring something. Be here about this time.”
Having said this he turned and left. The female was astonished and with the little one went and joined her
relations. The female narrated all that happened, and no one believed.
“My eyes saw, my ears heard these things that I said. So believe if you do, do not believe if you don’t.” Having
said like this she concerned herself with other matters.
“A friendship with the foxes is not good,” the older hens advised her.
“It is like the friendship between the cat and mouse,” said another. But that hen did not say anything because
the others did not believe.
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The next day Mr. Wise came nearby Chicken Village with a wormy piece of meat wrapped in a habarala leaf.
The hen with her little ones came to the appointed place. Mr. Wise dropped the habarala leaf on the ground. The
little ones immediately seeing the worms picked them up to eat. The hen also without suspicion or fear started to
eat. After they had eaten, Mr. Wise fondly kissed the female and all the chicks and left promising to come again.
That day having heard the hen’s tale, the other hens too felt the pangs of hunger. They too felt a wormy taste in
their mouths.
Therefore the next day several hens went to the place where the fox cqme. That day Mr. Wise came with a
bundle of cockroaches he had collected somewhere. All the hens who went there were pleased with that; they enjoyed Mr. Wise’s affection too.
After several days like this, the entire Chicken Village started to respect and have affection for Mr. Wise.
4
Mr. Big Comb is the name of Chicken Village’s leader.
This is an appropriate name because he has a very large comb. He has many children and grandchildren. It is
rumored that they form the majority of Chicken Village’s inhabitants. Since Mr. Big Comb is aged, he no longer
wrestles. His several sons though are never second to anyone during their wrestling matches. He has many
daughters too.
One day Mr. Big Comb invited Mr. Wise to lunch.
“We do not eat meat any more,” Mr. Wise explained.
“That is fine. Now and then if we find some meat we will eat it. Otherwise we do not eat meat. Mostly we eat
rice and curry,” Mr. Big Comb replied.
When he said this Mr. Wise accepted the invitation. Mr. Big Comb’s food tasted like medicine to Mr. Wise. But
he did not let this feeling show. Instead Mr. Wise pretended to eat the meal with great relish. At the end he was
still hungry. Mr. Big Comb, his wife, children and grandchildren ate a belly-ful and chatted non-stop.
“What a pity that we two parties have been behaving like enemies,” with this Mr. Big Comb initiated a
conversation.
“It’s a pity indeed! Does such enmity serve any purpose?” Mr. Wise added.
“This is all the foolishness of our past generations, isn’t it? Chickens feel like running away when they see a
fox. For most this is true. Although I do not feel that way now, I too felt like that once. But why fool ourselves? It
seems that when a fox sees a chicken he only thinks of eating it. Is that true?”
“What a lie! If that were true I would have thought that way as well. You saw the manner in which I ate now,
didn’t you?”
Mr. Big Comb laughed. Everyone else laughed too.
“If I saw a thousand foxes like Mr. Wise I would not run,” Mrs. Big Comb said. At this utterance Mr. Wise
laughed right out loud.
Mr. Wise invited Mr. Big Comb for lunch the following day, stood up and left. After explaining his intentions
to Mr. Cunning, Mr. Joker and several others, he made suitable preparations for receiving the guest.
“Our children do not know the true purpose of this. If they were aware of this not a single feather of Mr. Big
Comb would remain. Let us have our lunch at a place where these children do not go.” So saying the foxes made
arrangements for receiving Mr. Big Comb in a corner of Fox Grove.
Mr. Big Comb arrived on time. Many elderly foxes were present. Arrangements were made for lunch. It is
worms and cockroaches for Mr. Big Comb and for the foxes pods of soft and hard jakfruit that had fallen
underneath the trees. After gulping a good lot of worms and cockroaches Mr. Big Comb started happily chatting
with the foxes. The foxes pretended that they do not eat meat by nibbling at the jakfruit pods and joined in the
talk. Never before had Mr. Big Comb enjoyed such a treat.
“They say that when a fox sees a chicken he only thinks about eating. As for me, when I see you I only think
about running away,” saying so Mr. Wise commented on Mr. Big Comb’s strength. Mr. Cunning continued this
train of thought saying,
“1 am struck with fear seeing a foot like that.”
Mr. Joker quickly looked around as if preparing to flee for his life. Mr. Big Comb straightened up his head,
chuckled and displayed his majesty.
“Why is it that your kind have made it a habit to kick?” Mr. Cunning paused to ask this question.
“It baffles me indeed. What can I say? We are unable to break ourselves of this bad habit,:” Mr. Big Comb
replied.
“Please, do not talk like this. It is not a bad habit at all. After all it only shows your high breeding.”
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Talking this way Mr. Wise boosted Mr. Big Comb’s pride even more. Mr. Joker who sat at a distance stared at
his fighting foot.
Mr. Big Comb was having a great time but decided to go. Turning towards Mr. Wise he said,
“Why do you come alone to Chicken Village? Don’t your friends wish to visit us? If you come on this Sunday
you will be able to see a magnificent wrestling match. My son, Fighting Claw, has a big fight on that day with my
sister’s son, Pointed Beak. Come everyboby to watch that!”
Everyone consented to this in one voice.
“We would be able to learn how to fight,” Mr. Joker said.
”Is it okay for us even to watch?” asked Mr. Cunning
“It is fine, just fine. You will not have any problem. Come! Come!” Mr. Big Comb replied, took his leave and
went away.
5
That Sunday Chicken Village was like a stormy sea. In one place Fighting Claw prepared beforehand for the
fight. His friends instructed him,
“Pointed Beak is no ordinary wrestler. In all of Chicken Village you are the only clever fighter who has not
come to grips with him. He has beaten everyone who comes to fight with him. You too have beaten everyone
except him. The two of you are well matched. If you lose we will be shamed. Be wary when you give blows. Also
be wary when you ward off blows.”
In another place Pointed Beak prepared beforehand for the fight. His friends gave him hints.
“Give blows like this. Avoid-blows in this manner. Deceive him like this. Learn you opponent’s behavior.
Fighting Claw is our leader’s son. He never loses. For those of us devoted to you how else can we get more
satisfaction than after you take victory away from him. Think about winning and winning alone.” Like this there
was no limit to the encouragement given to strengthen Pointed Beak’s frame of mind.
That day the entire Chicken Village was divided into two sides. The youngsters placed bets in the name of their
favored contestant. As the young females described the power of their desired winner, they bickered with others
holding opposite opinions. The little chicks created a din chirping,
“May victory come to my cousin, my brother or my uncle!”
Mr. Big Comb’s concentration was split in two on that day. While his elder son’s match engaged his thoughts
he also focused on the hospitality duties for his fox friends coming on that day. With effort he remained
composed, and carried on, keeping both matters well in mind. He advised thoroughly not only his son but his
son’s opponent.
“We do not engage in a wrestling match from hatred of one another. We do so to display our wrestling skill so
it does not diminish, so that we strengthen the minds of youth, and for enjoyment. This is the reason for wrestling
matches. To fulfill all of this each and everyone of us must undertake our duties to the utmost. Make the greatest
effort to win. But one must make certain not to sully one’s own name by cheating or by deceit.”
Five hours after sun rise eight elder foxes including Mr. Wise, Mr. Joker and Mr. Cunning arrived in Chicken
Village. That was the usual day for Mr. Farmer to go hunting with Mr. Dog. Therefore they had nothing to fear.
Mr. Big Comb received the guests and served them something suitable for the occasion. He said that their
arrival on a day of celebration showed great respect for Chicken Village. The guests said that it was their good
fortune to receive an opportunity and to watch a wrestling match the likes of which they might not get to see again
for a long time.
Both groups were very pleased. They had the highest consideration for each other.
There was still another hour before the fight. Everyone ambled in the direction of the fighting ground. The
toddlers having gone first sat in a good viewing place. Thereafter the adolescents went and sat down. Afterwards
the elder started to trickle in. Mr. Big Comb came with his fox friends. Both of the contestants laughed amongst
their friends, were making jokes and appeared to behave as if they did not realize that a wrestling match was on.
6
The fighting ground was full on account of the chickens. It was an amazing place on account of the eight foxes
who sat in their midst. Just before the fight started, Mr. Big Comb with the consent of the others selected Mr. Wise
to act as referee for the match.
Mr. Wise came forward and drew a line encircling the arena. Thereafter he told the wrestlers to get ready and
remained quiet until the time came.
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The large crowd waited lifting their heads and craning their necks. Even though the crowd was very large not a
sound arose. Within a minute the announcement was heard:
”One, two, three rush,” was announced. Thereafter the arena became an actual battle ground.
First the contestants started moving around each other. After taking two or three steps back and forth they
would make a victory cry. Again they would start going round. After doing this several times each one would
come forward grabbing each other beak to beak, and glaring into each other’s face. Then taking proper aim, one
would strike a blow. The other would take aim and strike a fierce blow in return. Each would avoid the blows of
the other. As the contestants fought a well-matched bout, the crowd watched without making a sound, without
blinking an eye.
As so much time was spent in a tie the two contestants were losing their patience. Therefore they tried somehow to strike a successful blow. By trying to give blows rather than avoiding on-coming blows seven or eight
blows fell on each one. Grabbing each other’s beak they pulled from side to side. Their combs started to bleed.
But neither of them would retreat.
Then Pointed Beak showed signs of retreat. The fans of Fighting Claw started to cheer. Fighting Claw thought,
“My opponent is becoming tired,” and moved forward with a strong attack. Pointed Beak retreated little by little
and timed a well-aimed blow and Fighting Claw fell backwards. This time, Pointed Beak’s fans raised an eardeafening victory cry. But only for a moment. Fighting Claw realized he was deceived and leapt forward like
lightning.
Again the two of them started to go round and round, throwing out blows and grabbing each other’s comb
dragging this way and that way. The entire fighting arena was covered with their downy feathers. Their bodies
were wet with their blood.
Now the hottest part of the day neared. The fans of each respective contestant shouted words of encouragement
to their hero. But no matter what was said or done, neither party was within sight of victory.
Now the crowd had no patience left. No one spoke in praise of one contestant or critized the other.
“Both of you are clever, well-matched and of equal weight for this fight. This is how contestants should be
matched. Why continue to fight like this? If the match continues this way today, tomorrow or for a year, the result
will be the same; no one wins and no one loses.”
There was not a chicken in the audience who did not repeat this. In the end even the master of ceremonies said
the same thing.
In the midst of everybody's cheers, the master of ceremonies stopped the match. He claimed each of the
contestants as a true hero and said he had never seen any other fight like this one and he showered many praises
on both of the wrestlers. Everyone showed them affection and treated them with respect. The wrestling arena
emptied. The guests having enjoyed the hospitality took leave from Mr. Big Comb and the others and set out in
the direction of their home.
7
The friendship of the foxes and chickens gradually grew. The chickens were often seen in the foxes’ homes and
the foxes in chickens’ homes. It appeared that the fox and chicken friendship was becoming established as a
permanent example to follow. Neither Mr. Farmer nor Mr. Dog knew that a friendship like that was developing.
One day Mr. Cunning brought gifts and treats to Mr. Big Comb in Chicken Village. It was not unusual for him
to go to Chicken Village but on that day his visit was a bit unusual. He bowed his head to every passerby,
showered words of affection and smiled for no apparent reason. He spoke with a drawl, giving the impression that
something remained to be said. Mr. Big Comb recognized it straightaway, and Mrs. Big Comb noticed it too. Why
speak any further? Mr. Cunning himself was not slow to realize that.
Mr. Big Comb wanted to find out this Secret.
“Why not speak out straightaway? Why do you leave things half spoken?” he asked closely watching Mr.
Cunning’s face.
“No Respectful Sir, (for everyone calls Mr. Big Comb Respectful Sir), in my heart there is no ulterior motive. I
came today with good intent. I was waiting for an opportunity to speak out,” Mr. Cunning softly spoke.
“Speak out your intent. Tell us. Surely there is no distance between us, is there?”
Mr. Cunning squirmed side to side.
“No. No. Have no doubt. Please speak up.”
Over and over again Mr. Big Comb urged Mr. Cunning to speak up. Mr. Cunning, beating around the bush,
started to tell the purpose of his visit.
“You know our Honorable One’s son, don’t you?”
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“Yes, of course. That Mr. Slim,” Mr. Big Comb replied. Mr. Slim is Mr. Wise’s son. Mr. Cunning continued
talking.
“So, that boy is now of a good age. I came to speak to you about getting him married.”
“Very well. We will do anything possible that we can. It cannot be anyone from this village though. Don’t you
think so? Your type of people are not living here.”
When Mr. Big Comb started to speak in this fashion, Mr. Cunning started to speak his mind,
“What similar type do you mean, sir?” he asked scratching his head. Mr. Big Comb pondered a while.
“Then what is it that you are asking us to do?” he asked.
“What am I asking you to do!? Why Honorable Sir, your child—Ms. Little Lady—why not give her in
marriage to our own leader’s son. Surely this is not a horrible proposal.”
Nothing like this was ever thought of before, and this put Mr. Big Comb in a sticky situation. He lowered his
head and closed his eyes halfway. Mr. Cunning cast a sly glance to measure his thoughts.
“Why Sir, are you becoming angry like this?” he asked.
“No, I am not angry. I am pondering this fact—however much the two of us are friends, formerly we were the
worst of enemies. How can there be a match without ourselves matching?” Mr. Cunning laughed.
“Look Honorable Sir, when even the likes of you think like this what can I say? Are there no marriages taking
place between people who have been enemies before but are friends now?”
“There are of course, but with us that is not all. Our two kinds are entirely different.”
“I thought Sir, that you knew about more modern ways than these. Is it not said that uniting different kinds of
people in marriage is more desirable? From this type of union the offspring acquire more wisdom. They also say
that the children have more physical strength. What, Honorable Sir, have you not heard all of this before?”
Mr. Big Comb failed to refute Mr. Cunning’s arguments. To cover this up he let out a large laugh saying,
“Of course I know. I spoke like this because it is not appropriate to make a proposition like that without
considering matters. Fine! Let us consult my wife too.”
When the wedding proposal was relayed to Mrs. Big Comb, she looked at her husband's face unable to figure
out what to think.
“Why do you look at me? We have finished discussing it. Now what is required is your decision,” he said. Mrs.
Big Comb laughed at this kind of talk.
“If such be the case then whyever did you come and ask me for? Fine. What I myself like is a good match. Do
as you think best. We consent to the match. Do whatever you think is best,” she said.
“OK, if the lady consents is there anything more to consider?” Mr. Cunning said and pulled out a piece of
paper from the fold of his belted sarong.
“I knew this would not go wrong. Therefore I came with the boy’s horoscope. And where is that young lady’s
horoscope?”
Mrs. Big Comb brought out the daughter’s horoscope and handed it over. Mr. Cunning compared the horoscopes, said that he had not seen any two horoscopes that matched so well and placed it in Mr. Big Comb’s hand.
Although Mr. Big Comb did not understand the perusal of horoscopes he voted his approval of Mr. Cunning’s
assessment.
“See Sir, there will be no other people who will reach our height. From these two horoscopes these two children will achieve the greatest things in the future. Throughout our country the stories that people tell about our two
clans will completely change. What is required now is to gain the consent of these two persons for this marriage.”
Having said this Mr. Cunning set a date for the two persons to meet, stood up and left.
8
On the appointed day, Mr. Slim with several of his relations arrived at Mr. Big Comb’s house. The hosts received the guests with affection. After enjoying hospitality and exchanging pleasantries, Mr. Cunning said something in a whisper into Mr. Big Comb’s ear. Mr. Big Comb went into the house, told his wife something, came
back out and sat down. Everyone was silent.
After a little while, Mr. Big Comb’s daughter, Ms. Little Lady, appeared with her mother. It was not that she
came. Only through her mother’s effort she was made to come. When Ms. Little Lady was within sight of the
guests she finally came forward without raising her eyes and with her face turned towards the ground. Mother
introduced the guests. She greeted each and every guest according to her mother’s instructions and then sat to one
side.
“At the very beginning we too were shy,” Mr Joker said.
Everyone laughed at this. Ms. Little Lady made the pretense of a smile at this joke. After a little time passed,
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Big Comb’s wife got up and said,
“There will be much activity for us.”
The daughter started to get up as well, passed her mother and remained at a place concealed from view. The
guests got up too, went a little away and started to speak in whispers. Big Comb, and his relations began finalizing
the future plans.
“What a whining this is! What happened child?” Although her mother said several things of this nature still
Ms. Little Lady’s whining did not stop.
“I am afraid mother, please, I can’t.” she said.
“Why ever are you afraid child?”
“Afraid! When I see the coarseness of that eye, when I see the length of that mouth, when I see the sharpness
of that tooth, don’t you feel scared mother?”
“Don’t talk such 'nonsense. Just wait child. I have no fear. All good children obey the words of their parents.”
However Ms. Little Lady’s whining did not stop. Big Comb wisely started to advice his daughter.
“It is feminine nature to fear people you are not familiar with. Would we have done something insincere to
you? In this case all of us will benefit. From the time of your birth we all felt that you were destined for a life
better than what Chicken Village offers. But when you are comfortable don’t be proud of your husband and forget
us!”
From her father’s words, Ms. Little Lady felt some relief. But that eye, that mouth, that tooth. That was all she
could see. Therefore her whining did not cease completely.
Auntie also came to advice her. Uncle came and teased.
“This liar! Are you deceived by her? She likes this a lot. Her dislike is only a pretense. Without being deceived
by these pretenses we’ll do our duty.”
With that most of the difficulty disappeared. In answer to the question, “Do you like? Do you like?” Ms. Little
Lady uttered “yes” as if by everybody’s persuasion. The people of both parties got together again.
“Our child consents,” Mr. Joker started to speak,
“And wouldn’t our child like it?”
Big Comb raised his head proudly. Everyone expressed their joy. Mr. Joker stood up and gave a short speech
appropriate for the occasion. Thereafter the food was set out.
Once again Ms. Little Lady came forward towards the guests. Mr. Slim rose and put a garland of flowers
around Ms. Little Lady’s shoulders. He also gave her a bundle of cockroaches. Ms. Little Lady, according to. her
mother’s instructions and chicken custom, adorned Mr. Slim’s tail with a chicken feather. Thereafter the guests
greeted Mr. Big Comb and the rest, took permission and left.
9
There was a great commotion in the Fox Grove that day. No one thought of food and drink.
“Relax. Don’t be hasty,” the elder foxes advised the younger ones.
“Who knows what will happen,” some expressed doubts.
“Yes, yes. Still it is not in our hands. But whatever the result it is best to he low,” other foxes said, thus
concurring with previous statements. The youngest ones were very restless.
“I want two nice fat ones,” said one. A feeble one cried,
“Do not snatch away my things like you do on other occasions.”
“Today we do not want your things,” someone said to soothe this weak one. Everyone laughed, licked their lips
and smacked their chops.
“If you have finished eating, drink some water,” someone joked.
That day Mr. Wise’s face blossomed with joy. Both his eyes glittered. Mr. Joker, Mr. Cunning and several older
foxes were there with him. Mr. Wise cast a secret glance in Mr. Joker’s direction saying,
“Are you going to eat a wedding feast today?”
“And why not,” Mr. Joker replied with false surprise.
“If you are going to eat, why did you make a joke about eating on that previous occasion?”
“What is the value of life if every now and then there is not even a joke?” At this point Mr. Cunning joined the
conversation,
“Okay, fine. But we should exercise caution. Mr. Farmer is home and Mr. Dog is there too. You remember
what happened to your son, don’t you?” Mr. Wise’s eyes widened.
“What happened to my son! That happened on that day. Today if similar results befall us I said to place a prefix
in front of my name, didn’t I?”
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“After such a thing happens, what is the purpose of having a prefix before your name?”
“Mr. Cunning even though you have gone to Chicken Village on several occasions and have seen their respect
for us why are you still so doubtful? If you have doubts, stay here. We shall go.”
“No. I do not wish to offend you. Whatever it is, act with the caution that befits your name.”
Mr. Cunning’s talk on the subject ended there. Everyone started to prepare for the journey. The groom’s preparation took a long time. Several foxes assisted him. After he was properly dressed he walked over to the rock pool
and after looking at his reflection he proudly lifted his head and strutted about among his younger entourage.
Looking in the groom’s direction some foxes lowered their heads, some others winked an eye or jutted out their
lower lip and cast a glance at those nearby. Some started to whisper amongst themselves.
“Now he looks like a proper bridegroom,” the words slipped from someone’s mouth.
“Of course,” someone said laughingly turning in the groom’s direction. “When escorting the bride back later
today how can we look with merely two eyes,” another one drawled.
Everyone laughed at this comment. When someone asked, “In all honesty are you going to carry your bride
back in your mouth?” the groom was offended.
“No, we shall leave the groom behind in Chicken Village,” someone said softly and the bridegroom was
startled by the words.
“Watch yourselves. Too much joking can be offensive,” Mr. Wise warned as he passed by. Hearing his tone of
voice the young crowd dispersed.
The journey began. It started first with a pingo load of worms and a pingo load of cockroaches. Next came
beating drums, tooting horns and a dancing troupe. Several foxes singing songs and strumming veena went third.
Afterwards came the groom. His relatives fell behind him and proceeded in a line. Except for the very young and
the very old foxes no one stayed behind in Fox Grove that day.\fn{ A pingo is a bow of flattened wood usually from the kitul
palm about 8 feet long with two large round baskets suspended on either end. As the bearer briskly walks, the pingo bends up and down,
taking the weight off his shoulder momentarily. A veena is a stringed musical instrument somewhat similar to a lute. }

10
What feast is there in Fox Grove compared to that in Chicken Village? One would never be able to give an
exact description of what happened at Chicken Village that day to anyone who had not been an eye witness to
what happened there. As the custom for the brides family was to celebrate with greater grandeur, the scene caused
no surprise.
The egg-laying chickens fulfilled their duties very early that day. The hens who warmed the eggs sat down for
a bit and then came outside to assess the progress murmuring,
“What a nuisance this is!”
The hens who had small chicks aimlessly raked up some garbage to feed them and went to prepare themselves
for the feast. The small chicks wandered about and did not even acknowledge their food but rather looked in the
direction of those dressing and adorning. The cock birds stretched their wings as much as they could, pecked with
their beaks, shook a little and molted their old feathers, thus finishing their preparation.
Several hens decorated the bride. What decoration to speak of? Crying was the only thing the bride knew on
that day. She was bathed in tears. Upon seeing her relations arrive for the feast she cried even more. An old hen
came up and started to impart her wisdom.
“Why should you cry child? This is a trip you should go on with great joy. It is true that you will be separated
from your parents and your siblings, but you will receive a new relative, won’t you? Parents love is divided
between all of their children. It will only be you who will receive the love of this new relation. While parents’
love is superior to any other, the love of the relative you will get at this age surpasses all. Be happy!! Keep your
crying for a funeral. This is a wedding feast, isn’t it?”
Another hen arrives and gives advice in a similar manner. The bride’s ears are tormented with this talk. No one
talks of anything else. After listening to such advice for a long time it becomes distasteful and painful for her ears.
One would think that the bride cries for nothing else but this advice. Why? There is a suitable place and within
limits too for everything.
But this is not the case here. Each old hen who comes repeats the same advice. After so many repeti tions what
else could she do but sob miserably?
A middle-aged hen came and gave further advice like this:
“Child, you are going to a strange house. It is most commendable that you have lived here so long obedient to
your parents. You should take to heart the fact that you are starting on a new life without your parents. What you
learned here might not be agreeable to him. What is your responsibility then? Your responsibility is to learn your
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husband’s favorite things and desires. Follow them like your religion. My mother said these things to me as did
my father. How can I refrain from doing these things? If you are to think things like this and not abide by your
husband’s wishes you should rather not go with him. You should stay at home. Those who advise you differently
are your enemies.”
Many old hens were displeased with this advice but instantly the bride stopped crying. A new duty to learn and
new responsibilities to follow, she took comfort in these words.
“What is wrong with getting something good for you from your parents or from anyone else? One has to
accept what is right. The words that my aunt just spoke seem very wholesome. If peace and stability are to reign
in the family and life were not to be a nuisance I should welcome these.”
These words struck a chord of happiness in the bride’s heart, her grief appeased, the tears stopped and she
stopped crying.
The two parties had previously decided that the celebration should be held not in the Chicken Village but in the
middle of the forest. The brides party too consented to this arrangement because they were afraid that other-wise
they would be called old-fashioned. Therefore everybody but the youngest chicks and the hens who nursed them
got dressed and traveled to the appointed place.
11
The day was a Thursday. As the sun rose, the celebration ground near Chicken Village was packed with foxes
and chickens. The array of colors of flowers made the surroundings beautiful. The band provided by the groom’s
party played pleasing music and entertained the wedding crowd.
At one spot there were eye-catching dancers; at one place ear-perking songs were sung, at another spot noseawakening perfumes were being sprayed and at another place mouth-watering food and drink were being prepared. At another place soothing breezes were blown from fans, and because of all these arrangements, the celebration ground was stimulating for everyone.
In the middle of the ground stood a suitably erected poruwa.\fn{Poruwa—the wedding altar on which the bride and
groom stand while the traditional benedictory ceremonies are performed.} On one side of it stood the bride with her
parents and close relations. The bride, her eyes lowered to the ground did not raise her head a bit; although she did
once cast a glance in the direction of the bridegroom. It ended there. The relations stood engaged in pleasant
conversation, casting a look at the groom’s party now and then, waiing for the auspicious time for the wedding.
On the other side of the poruwa stood the groom surrounded by his relations. One time he lifted his head and
rolling his whiskers looked around. He whispered something to his friends who were nearby and snickered a little.
Several times he cast a hungry glance in the direction of the bride and her relatives, wet his mouth, smacked his
chops and rolled his lips with his tongue. In this respect he was no different than his relatives.
The hour of Venus came. The auspicious time was very near. Between two elderly relatives of the groom a dispute erupted:
“What should be done at the auspicious time?”
“They should mount the poruwa,” says one.
“They should tie the necklace and wrap the cloth,” says the other.
The dispute between these two knowledgeable ones became longwinded. It was serious. The auspicious time
came even closer. Mr. Big Comb started to say unhappily,
“Did you come here to start an argument? Should this not have been sorted out before you came?”
Mr. Fighting Claw who was nearby came forward, told the disputants to go to one side, and continue their dispute. He instructed an old hen who was near the poruwa to do as she liked. Thereafter once the couple mounted
the poruwa they tied the necklace and wrapped the cloth.
An elderly cock came forward and took hold of the hands of the newly married couple.
“Young girl, I take you as my wife. I will not fail in my duties. May all of the gods protect us,” the husband
said.
“Husband, you are my dear husband. In my duties I will not fail. May the gods protect us,” the young girl said.
The old cock tied the thread and as he poured water over their hands, he chanted wedding mantras.
“All the gods witness. These two have been married in the proper way,” saying this he uttered a cry of “Kukku,
ku, ku,” and the blessing ended. With a cry, “Ha pura,” the sound of a strike given to a coconut with a big knife
could be heard. The coconut broke in two facing upwards. Everyone was delighted and gave a victory cheer. Mr.
Big Comb gave as a dowry for his daughter two large rubbish heaps in Chicken Village.
Now trays of sweetmeat were passed here and there. The groom’s party hardly touched their food.
“Our wedding feast is soon to come,” they murmured to each other and knowingly looked into each other’s
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faces.
Those of the bride’s party ate and drank to their hearts’ content. Some chickens surrounded the pingo loads of
eatables brought by the groom’s party and displayed their usual skills.
In the meanwhile, the band had no time even to eat and drink. After one tune came another. That day the skin
of the drum, the strings of the veena, the reed of the trumpet paid for their past sins. It seemed that the sweet
sound of the instruments mingled with the sweetness of the food and drink.
12
The food and drink ended. The conversation stopped. The song and music ceased. Everyone sat down around
the husband and the young girl. A solemn silence fell.
Amid a cry of joy Mr. Cunning stood up. Those who were standing at a distance came closer. The silence
broke. Mr. Cunning started the oration.
“Bride and Groom, relatives’ and friends, I am very lucky. On an occasion such as this which will be written in
large letters in history, am I not a very lucky person to have been given the honor of blessing the husband and
wife? Receiving such luck, I cannot say anything but the truth. This blessing should be done by someone more
learned and eloquent than myself. There are many people with those qualities among all of you, so please bear
with me.
“This is an occasion that even the gods are watching with great delight. These two groups famous for their enmity from the beginning of time are now friends. Something believed to be unable of change has changed. A
young man who is not second in his tribe has married a girl who is not second in her tribe. Is there an occasion
better than this for everyone’s hearts to be full and overflowing with joy?
“The young husband is endowed with all good quailities. Those in his tribe who heed his advice never regret it.
His parents and teachers are proud of him. Outsiders point him out as an example to their own children.
“The young bride is also endowed with all good qualities. I have myself witnessed that she is pointed out as an
example to all the young women in her tribe. Her parents’ great love for her is evidence of her obedience. The
valuable presents from her relatives bear witness to her devotion to them. Her affection for her friends is evident
from their presence here in such great numbers. The gift of a husband as wonderful as he is evidence of the great
meritorious deeds she has done in the past.
“This is a couple about which not a nasty word can be spoken. This is an auspicious moment about which
nothing wrong can be pointed out. This is a gathering where one can find no shortcoming. This is a celebration
where one can wish for nothing more. Our hearts are overwhelmed with joy. The sky is full of blessing. Eyes are
wide open from the good signs. In such a place, with such a couple, who would not be proud to have the opportunity to wish them a good, long life together.
“Often times there are people who give advice on such occasions. I am not in the same group as they. I know
that offering advice to a wedding party is like putting jayapala in the banquet feast. But I say this to quiet those
who might say that no advice was given.
“All gods! I warn you to allow no lapses in the protection of these two. The parents of the bride: I advise you
to consider yourselves to have a new son in your family. The parents of the bridegroom: I advise you to think that
you have received a daughter into your family. Friends and relatives: I advise you to bear firmly in mind that a
new family is in the making, a family which deserves your highest regard, your respect and recognition. Bride and
groom: I advise you to keep your door closed to entering adversity, to keep the door open for happiness to come
in. I advise you not to relax this bond of your love, not to leave room for the praises of those who wish to praise
you to cease, nor allow those who seek to speak disparing words, to open their mouths.
“This is my own cunning babbling, and I advise myself to keep my mouth shut in case any merit remains for
me to attend any such wedding feasts in the future. And you good people, I advise you to bear with me this
harassment caused to you by my nonsensical talk because it is coming to an end.”
*
And as the entire ground trembled with laughter, as the appreciative audience mumbled about the conclusion
that came so quickly, as the learned praised and the dimwitted envied, as the young men sat impressed and the
young girls cast around shy glances, Mr. Cunning’s wedding oration ended.
Now all eyes fell on the groom. Everyone stretching out their necks, opening their ears, adjusting themselves
in their seats, cocking their heads to one side and adorning their faces with a slight smile awaited his reply. The
groom straightened up, pressed both of his lips together wetting them. Once he turned to the right, once he turned
to the left, rolled his whiskers, lifted his upper body, shifted from his right foot to his left foot and in the end
opened his mouth. From this.a sound rose. A reply.
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“My dear Mr. Cunning, friends and relatives. I think this is a great crime. Even making someone jump over a
fence carrying a full load is not as cruel as this. On one hand there is the weight of love; on the other hand is the
weight of the dowry; on the other hand is the weight of non-existent virtues being extolled; on the other hand is
the weight of high regard.
“With all this weighing upon me it is a big crime to go further and invite me to give a speech. It is in deed a
serious crime enough to frighten away young men waiting to come into this very situation.
“But what can I do? I must fulfill this duty. Now, this my … this … this, this, this, Oh! what can I call her?!
People accustomed to saying such things please assist me.”
(“Beloved wife,” a person shouted from the forum).
“May you have songs and luck! Now today my and my wife’s true and imaginary virtues were extolled in an
interesting speech. I do not know for a fact that I possess all of the good qualities that you say I do. If I were to
possess all of those, I know that it would be a fantastic fact indeed. Therefore I wish with all of my heart that I become as great as that.
“My … my … oh, yes I remember. When I heard my wife’s good qualities my heart leapt with joy. Receiving a
wife so virtuous is not my luck, I consider it a result of the good deeds of the relatives and friends who drive me
forward. However I must thank Mr. Cunning, who gave us praise, who wished us well and gave us encouragement, and also our friends and relatives who gave him support.
“This, my dear wife, joins me in offering him our thanks. We, both of us, consider it the most distinctive feature of this celebration, that we were given the opportunity to receive the great love of our friends and relatives.
“This is not an occasion for a long talk. This is the first time I have ever experienced a situation like this. I ask
your pardon for any mistakes made as I have fallen into difficulty in several ways from unfamiliarity and my own
disability. We again thank you all.”
*
After several more speeches were delivered, the time came for the reading of the address of praise. A young
chicken lifted a very long and very wide paper with great effort and started to read.
“Good wishes!
“In the great city of Fox Grove, a city which has all the splendors and good features of a city, the dear son of
the venerable chief of the foxes named Lord of Wisdom—”
The groom’s patience ended after listening with much difficulty to only this much of the address. He lifted his
right hand and stopped the reading of the address.
“Friends and relatives I heard that formerly on occasions such as this the reading of an address was prevalent
even among us. Now-a-days foxes do not like to sit and listen to the reading of an address that is written in a lofty
language that we do not understand and praising goodness that does not exist. What is it to us that this custom that
is disgraceful even to foxes is spreading among humans? We knowingly will not allow ridiculous traditions like
this.”
The paper was carried away from the assembly amid cries of joy.
The bride and the groom were brought down from the poruwa and took a nearby seat.
13
Now it is time to prepare for the trip. The people of the groom’s side were waiting with great impatience. The
older ones were pacing back and forth saying,
“Hurry up. Hurry up!”
The people of the bride’s party were bringing forth suitable people for the settling-in trip. Mr. Wise who saw
that very few were being prepared for the trip said,
“No, no. It is not correct to do it this way. Why aren’t all of our relatives from Chicken Village going on this
trip? We are prepared to welcome all of our relations.”
All of the bride’s relatives were extremely surprised. Mr. Big Comb came forward and spoke,
“Dear relatives, is there a custom such as the one that you propose? People who go for the settling in are
several members of the bride’s mother’s and father’s party. It is not proper for us to violate custom and such
things on festive occasions, even if you are prepared to host us all.”
“What is the custom you are speaking of? In Fox Grove, of course, we do not have that practice. As many as
are able to attend the settling in go. Can there be a better custom than that? All the important people of the
groom’s side receive hospitality from the people of the bride’s party. For all the important people of the bride’s
party the groom’s party gets the opportunity to offer hospitality,” Mr. Wise replied.
Mr. Big Comb did not give in.
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“It is a disgrace to the other party when one party does not abide by this custom. If both of our parties are equal
then your party should respect the customs of our side. These are not only our customs. The humans who protect
us also show respect for this custom.” Mr. Wise chuckled and gave a reply.
“Do you not know that now-a-days the customs of the humans are not as good as the customs of the foxes? For
every occasion people change their customs for easier ways. They did not choose the auspicious wedding time in
the daylight; now they do. Before they did not mount the poruwa with footwear; now they do. They truly wrapped
the wedding cloth then, but now they only make a pretense by draping and pinning. And you suggest that we
should adopt human customs like those?”
Now more older chickens come forward and got involved, shouting out very loudly. They pledge that on this
day they will not break their own customs. Old foxes joined Mr. Wise saying that they too will not break away
from their, own customs. Like this a huge commotion erupted.
At this point Mr. Cunning called Mr. Big Comb to one side and explained the facts in a whisper,
“Honorable Sir, now the auspicious time for setting out is drawing near. What you say is fine. Whatever these
troublemakers say it is the practice of wise and noble ones like you to behave calmly and not to become an
obstacle to the duty at hand. It is a disgrace to the new fashion to only respect old customs. Is it through old custom that you give your dear daughter’s hand to our young man? Come, Sir, in this matter also do show your greatness. There is no other but you in this entire world who can calm this commotion.”
Mr. Big Comb was silenced by this great praise. He was disarmed from Mr. Cunning’s logic. Therefore without stopping a moment he came forward and with a resounding cry,
“Cookku, kuu, kuu,” he silenced everyone and said that he agreed with the proposal of the groom’s party, that
all of the chickens should also agree with it. The whispers of the older hens were drowned out by the joyous
shouts of the foxes. And the commotion died down.
Now everyone fell in line for the trip. Unanimously Mr. Big Comb was brought into the leadership and he and
his wife set out first. Mr. Wise with his wife went second. The remaining chickens and hens fell into line as they
saw suitable. The bride and the groom, the two of them, came at the end.
The foxes were hastening to move forward. The chickens strutted along as they tend to do.
“How good it would be to have an automobile in the current fashion, wouldn’t it?” a fox asked.
“Our trip walking is just fine,” answered a chicken.
“Even by walking, it is just a few leaps for us to Fox Grove,” these words slipped from one fox’s mouth.
Whatever anyone said the trip was very slow. Mr. Cunning made a fine suggestion.
“It is not a disgrace for us to carry our chicken relatives on our backs? When we keep them on our backs we
are able to travel very quickly.” Mr. Pointed Beak objected to this.
“How will we sit on your backs when you run so fast? What wedding will there be if we become injured
having rolled off your backs onto the ground?”
The back-carrying proposal was thereby weakened. Thereafter the groom made a suggestion.
“I will give a hint about how to carry our relatives in a way without falling. I will carry my beloved in my
mouth. The rest of our party can carry the rest of her party, can’t they?”
“Of course, we can!” the remaining foxes cried.
The groom moved quickly. Before his own wife or her relatives could raise a sound he took his wife's neck in
his mouth. The hen raised a death cry.
From the nearby thicket a loud explosion was heard and a fiery shot issued. Mr. Slim dropped his girl and lay
groaning on the ground.
Raising the cry, “Buh, buh, buh,” in a moment an ancient relative of the foxes came to that place and embraced
a senior fox with his mouth and rolling this way and that started to show a different type of affection. The
remaining foxes said, “Our chicken relatives should look after themselves,” and they turned in the direction of
Fox Grove with the full force of all four feet.
The entire chicken flock stood as if postponing the wedding trip.
“Cook, kuu, kuu,” mistakenly crying one-hundred times, they moved quickly towards Chicken Village moving
to this side and to that side, over, beneath and through the bushes.
14
Today Fox Grove is not the place of celebration that it was yesterday.
Fox cubs are groaning. Young foxes thinking about their accustomed hunt came up with renewed courage to
the cave door or to the edge of the thicket, but shuddering with fear as if they had seen the shadow of Death they
withdrew and crouched in the cave or thicket and went to sleep hungry. The atmosphere of Fox Grove was like a
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funeral home.
Several of the older foxes became startled even at the sound of a falling leaf and were frightened by the sight
of their own shadow. They went towards the rock pool in the nearby thicket surveying carefully in all directions.
Upon nearing the rock pool each one looked back and seeing the other ran for a bit, then looked back again carefully and seeing no pursuer realized that the shadows were their own relations. Then he would sigh, relax and approach the rock pool without suspicion.
Several of the lead foxes Mr. Wise, Mr. Joker and their cohort came that way and were no longer able to bear
their thirst. No one uttered a sound. No sooner had Mr Wise approached the pool he stretched his snout forward
without fear or suspicion to drink water. The water had barely touched his snout when he raised a shriek as if seeing Death itself and ran from the rock pool faster than he had run the day before from Chicken Village. He
charged into the thicket and the rest of the foxes also started to run off if only to somehow escape the danger with out thinking and forgetting to look into the pool for themselves.
One fox fell into step behind Mr. Wise. Mr. Wise quickened his pace.
“But why is there no sound of a bark?” he thought. “Now is not the time to stop and think. It is only necessary
to save one’s own life.”
He ran on. Because he continued to run, the fox behind him continued. Watching these two run away, the rest
of foxes kept running too. Everyone capable of running ran. Everyone charged into their caves. Mr. Wise rushed
into a cave followed by his closest pursuer. As he ran out of room to move forward, Mr. Wise turned around. He
collided with the fox behind him and rolled.
“Oh no. Now Mr. Dog’s sharp teeth will sink into my neck,” he thought trembling with fear.
But Mr. Wise faced no danger like that. When he opened his eyes slightly, what did he see? It was Mr. Joker
panting as if he were on the verge of death. When his parched mouth and lips opened a little, Mr. Wise spoke.
“Is that you Mr. Joker?”
“Yes,” Mr. Joker replied weakly.
“It was you running after me?”
“Yes.”
“Oh my how you fooled me!”
“Why?”
“I thought that Mr. Dog was pursuing me.”
“Mr. Dog? Where was he coming from?”
“As I stretched out my neck into the pool, Mr. Dog was hiding in the pool and stretched out his snout. I turned
and ran. Of course I would be dead if I had not run.”
“Mr. Dog was in the rock pool?”
“Yes. I saw him very clearly. He stretched out his snout to grab my neck.”
“I have never heard about dogs hiding in the water before. Where is Mr. Dog now.”
“I do not know. I thought he was chasing us.”
“Why didn’t we hear him barking?”
Mr. Wise started to think. Mr. Joker asked more questions.
“You saw Mr. Dog very well?”
“Yes, that is how I remember it.”
“Could that not have been your own reflection?”
Hearing this, wisdom dawned on Mr. Wise. He was very embarrassed. To hide this fact he smiled weakly.
“Alas, finally I have been tricked! Dogs do not hide in the water. I must have seen my own reflection in the
water which looks like Mr. Dog’s. Now let us forget about this. Let’s go drink some water. Hunger I can tolerate.
Thirst I cannot bear.”
Mr. Wise started out of the cave. Mr. Joker followed. The rest of the foxes, who did not understand the situation, saw the two emerge from the cave like two victorious heroes. With a sense of relief they emerged from the
caves and looked around. Realizing that there was nothing to fear they followed them. Everyone stood around the
rock pool. No one uttered a word. In the end an old fox who could remain silent no longer loosened the lock over
his mouth.
“What was the problem? Why was everyone running?” Mr. Joker poked his snout, winked at Mr. Wise and
gave an answer.
“Mr. Dog was chasing our chief, wasn’t he?”
“Mr. Dog!” Even as he uttered the name all the foxes gasped startled, opened their eyes widely and started
looking around.
“No, no, no. Mr. Dog is not here. No sooner had our chief put his snout into the rock pool to drink, Mr. Dog
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who was hiding in the water leapt up to snatch his snout. So he ran and I followed him. You too turned and ran.
Our chief thought, ‘Mr. Dog is coming and chasing behind me.’ In the hope of saving his life he ran. I ran close
behind. After charging into the cave our chief looked around and then only the truth came to light.”
Mr. Wise frowned. All the rest started to laugh.
“So where is Mr. Dog?” someone asked.
“Look, look. He must still be in the rock pool,” Mr. Joker replied.
And the foxes trembled again. Not even one went near the pool.
“I will look. If I get caught what does it matter? We cannot live forever, can we? A day of death will come to
all of us.”
Speaking like this Mr. Joker, quivering his body, shaking his head, opening his eyes, his mouth gaping open
with exaggerated fear crawled step by step to the rock pool. Mr. Wise lowered his eyes to the ground in shame.
The rest stood back at a distance.
Mr. Joker crawled to the pool, once his whole body quivered, once he shook his head and with wide-open eyes
looked right and left, lifted his head, opened his mouth and raised his head to peer into the pool. Little by little he
approached the edge of the water. Immediately he took off and sprinted away. Except for Mr. Wise the rest of the
group who were standing at a safe distance ran a few feet and turned back. Mr. Joker continued to laugh. Mr. Wise
continued to stare at the ground. Every so often he raised his head a little and threw a stern look in Mr. Joker’s di rection.
The foxes who turned came back laughing at Mr. Joker’s joke. Making a great effort to stop laughing Mr. Joker
spoke.
“Why did you run?”
“Well, why did you start to run?”
“I thought that Mr. Dog was hiding in the water and was going to grab me. Then only I understood. It was only
my own reflection!”
And oh, how the foxes laughed at that. Some even rolled on the ground with laughter. For a moment they forgot about yesterday’s disaster. Only Mr. Wise stood staring at the ground without moving a muscle. Now he had
no pride. With all of the grief and all of the shame he had room for nothing else in his heart. After laughing for
nearly half of an hour, Mr. Joker approached Mr. Wise.
“Come chief, let’s drink a little water. We must have jokes sometimes, mustn’t we? Otherwise the trouble in
our lives will cloud our minds, and our lives will be bitter. Come, come.”
Mr. Wise obeyed.
The rest also crawled to the rock pool. Now a fence of foxes encompasses the pool. And inside the water is another fox fence. Everyone drank. Everyone’s tongue touched the water and lapped up the, water making a sound.
Everyone lifted their heads in unison, licked their lips and mouths and checked to see if everyone had had enough
to drink. As it was not enough they brought their snouts down again.
“Gulp, gulp, gulp,” echoed from their tongues as they scooped water into their mouths in an otherwise silence.
After quenching their thirst, everyone gathered on the pond bank. Mr. Joker started to talk.
“Well only now we have drunk water after the wedding feast.”
Everyone in earshot stole a glance in Mr. Wise’s direction with a suppressed laugh. Mr. Wise frowned and angrily spoke.
“It is not appropriate to be joking all the time and everywhere. Joking at a feast. Joking at a funeral. Now there
is no feast for us, only a funeral. Alas my son!”
Tears streamed down from Mr. Wise’s eyes. The rest also wrinkled up their faces. Some made an effort to cry.
It was a time for grieving. It was as though all of the jokes were forgotten even to Mr. Joker.
“What really happened there,” an elderly fox asked. Mr. Wise spoke with a choke.
“What happened? Only that when all of our intentions were very nearly fulfilled, Mr. Farmer’s fire stick exploded. I don’t even know where it came from. Alas my poor son. When so many of us were there, how it struck
none but my son! Oh that poor son of mine.”
Mr. Wise could talk no more. Another fox started.
“Who else could it strike? Mr. Slim got impatient. He grabbed that chicken in his mouth. She gave a death dry,
and then, ‘Bang!’ rang out.” Another fox’s mouth unlocked.
“Is that all? Just at that time that wretched Mr. Dog rushed in. After that—I don’t even know what happened
thereafter.” Now the foxes all rushed talking raising their voices one above the other.
“Our Mr. Cunning was near to Mr. Slim. Even he failed to rescue helpless Mr. Slim. Mr. Cunning, why didn’t
you come to the rescue of Mr. Slim?”
Indeed everyone perked up their ears to listen to Mr. Cunning’s reply. But not a sound was heard from Mr.
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Cunning.
“Why doesn’t Mr. Cunning speak? Where? Where is Mr. Cunning?”
Now all of the foxes started searching for Mr. Cunning. Everyone thought that Mr. Cunning must be hiding his
head in shame from running to save his own life regardless of Mr. Slim.
Mr. Cunning was not seen. Raising louder and louder cries, “Mr. Cunning! Mr. .Cunning!” not a response was
received.
Mr. Wise, too, turned his thoughts towards Mr. Cunning. The grief for his son left him.
“Why can’t we find Mr. Cunning? Look. Search!”
But Mr. Cunning was not there. Mr. Joker who was silent all of this time raised a shout.
“Isn’t Mr. Cunning there?”
“No.”
“Let’s go look at Chicken Village. Alas how we blamed Mr. Cunning for disregarding Mr. Slim. Mr. Cunning
had the highest regard for Mr. Slim. It was only Mr. Cunning who looked in Mr. Slim’s direction. When Mr. Slim
was falling all his relations ran away fast. Because Mr. Cunning turned his head in that direction he was caught in
the jaws of that wicked Mr. Dog. And what happened? Mr. Cunning offered his life for Mr. Slim. I watched to see
whether I could offer a little help. After Mr. Dog tore through Mr. Cunning’s throat I turned and ran.”
That was all that Mr. Joker could utter, what remained unsaid seemed to go down his throat. The remaining
foxes remained silent overwhelmed with grief. From the large wound Mr. Joker had on his shoulder it appeared
that he too had received a treat from Mr. Dog’s mouth.
“Poor Mr. Cunning. Poor Mr. Cunning,” lamented all of the foxes.
After carrying on like this for a little while, everyone heaved a sigh and set out to go. Mr. Joker paused, raised
his paw and adressed his chief.
“Honorable Chief,” he said. Mr. Wise turned back and perked up his ears.
“What about our wager that day?” he said.
“What wager do you mean?”
“Why, have you forgotten the wager we took before setting the trap?”
Mr. Wise lifted his head and thought for a bit. He remembered. His thoughts were full of shame. He dropped
his head to his chest. His mouth fell under a key.
“What wager? What was it?” the rest started to ask.
The foxes who were present and had heard that talk that day started to laugh. Mr. Joker explained the context.
“It was our leader himself who set this trap thinking that it would be a good thing to eat chicken meat to our
heart’s content. I had my doubts about this, but wagered Mr. Wise a bet. If he could not bring chickens at the rate
of at least one each to everyone of us to this place, we were to place the prefix “Un” to his name he said.
“Let’s obey. He’s our leader isn’t he?”
“Mr. Unwise. Mr. Unwise,” several fully-grown foxes shouted out loud.
93.160 Daughter-In-Law\fn{by Martin Wickeramasinghe (1890-1976)} Koggala, Galle District, Southern Province, Sri
Lanka (M) 5
First thing in the morning Kathonis took his way to the beach.
The touch of the breeze brushing through branches still damp from the night showers was colder than usual.
Kathonis unwound the towel from his head and pulled it around his shoulders so that it covered his chest and part
of his back. A crow screeched as it swept past his head. To Kathonis, this walk to the beach and the dawn-song of
the birds perched on the roadside fences had become a daily ritual.
A bull bellowed. He did not even turn to look. He knew that it could only be the bull that Aleis used in his
buggy. Every morning Aleis took one or two people to the railway station; and then if any passengers got off the
train from Colombo, he brought them back with him. In fact, whether there were any fares to the station or not,
Aleis was always up with the first morning light and on his way to the station. Every morning Kathonis met the
buggy about half-way between his own house and the big trunk road that ran parallel to the beach. For although
neither’s home boasted a clock both men regularly rose at the same time.
At the beach Kathonis would stand looking out across the water for a while. Then he would wash his hands
and feet in the surf rippling up the beach. On some days he would clean his teeth with soft sea-sand, rubbing it
around with his fingers. He would wash his mouth out with sea-water. Then he’d always take with him two lumps
of limestone, size of coconuts, one in each hand.
Today, too, Kathonis went down to the water, washed his hands and feet, and took his way home again,
carrying his two lumps.
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“Kathonis, every time I meet you here in the morning, you have these stones,” said Thepanis.
“I like to have my hands occupied,” Kathonis replied. “I have never been used to going empty-handed.”
“You must have got into the habit of going rope-collecting.”
“Ah! That’s right! … I must go earlier than usual today.”
Kathonis threw the stones on to a pile under the breadfruit tree in his garden as he went up the steps to his verandah. His daughter, who had been sweeping the little compound when he came in, soon put up a cup of coffee
and a bit of jaggery\fn{A note reads: brown, sweet ‘rock’ made out of coconut sugar.} in his hands. He nibbled at the jaggery as he drank his coffee; he then took a pair of scales and his purse and went out. He would return only about
one o’clock in the afternoon, carrying a huge ball of rope on his head.
Kathonis is now an old man of fifty. When he left home in the mornings, he would go about the villages and
across the countryside collecting thin rope that is made everywhere from coconut fiber. On Sundays, he would
make all this rope up into a big roll or two, and cart it across to sell to Diness-hami Mudalali who had a contract
to supply rope to a big firm in Galle. In the early days Kathonis had carried the rope to Diness-hami’s on his head.
Fifteen years passed before Kathonis was able to change this manner of life. After fifteen years, he had
amassed a hoard of four or five thousand rupees.
But it was not only because he was better off that spinners had begun to bring their rope to him. Now he found
himself getting seven or eight times the quantity he used to collect with so much of labor, and all without stirring
beyond his own verandah. Before long he was buying a ton a week, and then he began taking the rope to Hayley’s
himself. From that time on he began to make profits undreamt of earlier.
*
All these years Kathonis had lived in a house of clay and wattles, daubed over with white-wash; now he built
himself a house of fine stone, with plastered walls eighteen cubits in length. He did not have to spend a great deal
on the building. The lumps of stone that he’d collected two by two for fifteen years supplied the stone for half the
house. In a chest standing in a corner of the kitchen he had collected nails enough for the raftering of the house;
and bits of brass for a blacksmith to turn into hinges and locks.
He had collected these in much the same way as he had got together his hoard of stones. He’d picked up old
nails and fragments of brass by the roadside and in the compounds and verandahs of houses he’d gone to for rope.
The old man’s first thoughts after moving into the new house was that now he must marry off his son. Dinesshami, the contractor, who had once been enormously wealthy, had now fallen on lean days. Kathonis thought that
the Mudalali’s daughter would make a good match for his son. And, before six months had passed Kathonis was
celebrating the marriage.
Kathonis’ daughter was already married, and he had asked her and her husband to come home two weeks
before the festivities. But they appeared only the night before the wedding.
This daughter had been given in marriage in the days when Kathonis had carried his rolls of rope on his own
head. He had not been able to afford much of a dowry then—only seven hundred and fifty rupees, some simple
clothes, pearl jewelry, and a chest of drawers of jak-wood. Because of this she was displeased with her father and
brother. Besides, at that time, Kathonis owned only a bit of garden and eight acres of undeveloped coconut land.
Later this last had become a fine high-yielding estate. When his daughter saw this, she had strained to get this
estate written in her name but in vain. Then she asked for half of it.
“Time enough,” was all the reply she got.
It was after this that they had harsh words over the division of the estate. The first time she merely shrieked at
her father; the second time she left home calling down curses on her father and brother. Small wonder she did not
go to the wedding till the last possible moment.
And she did not waste any time getting away either. The very evening of the wedding day she returned home
with her husband and her two children.
Kathonis did not spend much on his son’s wedding. He bought his son the black coat, the new shirt, the length
of tweed made into a sarong, that every bridegroom must have. But he only borrowed a pair of shoes—this was
not miserliness, it was more like thrifty good sense, for a young man of his son’s social standing never wore shoes
except for his own wedding.
And though Kathonis didn’t spend much on dress and ornament, he was very generous when it came to
feasting the guests. A table, twenty-four feet long, was laid out for the relations who brought the bride from her
father’s house. It bore four huge dishes of rice, and was covered from one end to the other with row upon row of
plates; there were gravies and dry dishes, viands cooked and fried, preserves fiery and piquant. The sight of this
magnificent wedding meal, on which a whole army of women had labored, made Kathonis beam all over.
The guests talked loudly, not of the new couple, but of Kathonis Mudalali, of his wealth, of his eight acres of
coconut. But the tears that filled Kathonis’ eyes were not tears of mere self-satisfied joy, but of regret that his wife
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had not lived to see this day.
Diness-hami Mudalali gave his daughter only a set of pearl jewelry as dowry. The women who had gone to
Diness-hami’s to fetch the bride had many hurtful things to say about it. But Kathonis did not say a word against
Diness-hami; here was no lessening of his happiness.
“I didn’t think of worldly goods when I arranged his marriage,” he said over and over again.
*
“Miss Somi, you will have to see to the housekeeping now. Jinapala is a foolish boy. He does not know anything about managing a house,” Kathonis said one day to his daughter-in-law. It was about a week after the wedding. “As for me, I am a weak old man now. I can’t do as much as I used to do.”
“Yes, father,” replied Somi, a smile lighting up her face.
Now even Jinapala had to go to Somi if he needed a rupee or two. For his father gave the housekeeping money
to the daughter-in-law and not to him. And the daughter-in-law handled the money with marvelous thrift.
The daughter-in-law lavished on the old man such solicitude, such food, such endearments, as he had never
known from his daughter or even his dead wife. Kathonis seldom had to take his rice now without a dish of curry,
beautifully cooked with not a condiment missing. Somi would also have prepared a dish or two of vegetable, and
a mellum of chopped herb and shredded coconut.
When the old man had finished, the son and the daughter-in-law would sit down to eat together. But they’d
have only the sambol. For unless the meat had been cooked in gravy, and had to be finished, the daughter-in-law
always puts it away for the old man’s next meal. Jinapala thought that his wife had to do that because the money
his father gave her was not enough.
Once or twice a week Somi would go with her husband to visit her father and mother. She would go only after
she had made her father-in-law comfortable and given him his midday meal. The couple usually returned quite
late from Diness-hami’s. Somi always took with her on these visits a cane basket full of vegetables and currystuffs, perhaps even a pound or two or sugar.
On these occasions Jinapala found that not only his father-in-law but even his mother-in-law were unstinting in
their hospitality. Even Somi’s young sister treated him with greatest thoughtfulness and fondness.
“Our brother-in-law is getting thinner,” she would say sometimes, looking at him.
“Oh yes, Jinapala is a little thinner,” his mother-in-law would agree.
Some days Jinapala would stretch himself out on a lounger in the verandah. Somi’s sister never forgot to run in
then and fetch him a pillow with a fresh white cover.
Once Jinapala had made himself comfortable Somi and her mother would disappear into a room and they’d be
talking for hours. Somi would emerge only after Jinapala had called out that it was time to go home.
On almost every visit, she’d put two rupees, or perhaps five, into her mother’s hands, when they were alone.
Although Somi saw her mother at least once, sometimes twice a week, Jinapala never dreamt of questioning her
as to what there was to talk about so much.
*
Some eight months after their marriage, Jinapala and Somi, returning one evening from visiting the old couple,
found Jinapala’s sister at home. She was railing at old Kathonis, and she turned on them without a pause.
“All you’ve come here for is to carry away everything we have to your mother’s! Did you think I hadn’t
heard?” and she snatched away the cane basket from the servant girl who was carrying it for Somi. She tore it
open.
“Ha! It’s full enough when she carries it away; now there’s only the empty box!”
“It’s none of your business!” shouted Jinapala.
“Then whose business is it? None of my business, indeed! I have a right to know what’s going on here, all
right! You aren’t the one who got all this together, father and mother sweated for it. You and your wife can’t fritter
it all away just as you like!” She flung down the basket and smashed it to bits. “None of my business! So only you
and that woman have any business here, huh?”
“Leave this house at once! You are a nuisance to all of us.” Jinapala was furious now.
“Leave the house? Who are you to order me out?” Shaking with rage Gunawathie plumped down on a chair
and fiercely crossed her legs. “And you! You are the schemer; you are trying to destroy our family.” Gunawathie
glowered at Somi as if she’d like to scorch her up with a look.
“Get out!” Jinapala shouted. He lost control of himself and shook his clenched fist at her.
Kathonis, who had taken the first chance to retreat into the house, now bestirred himself on his daughter-inlaw’s behalf.
“There is no need whatsoever for you to question our dear Somi Nona. What I had to give you, I have given.
What is left does not concern you. I will do what I like with it.”
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“Somi Nona!” Gunawathie screamed. “Your dear Somi Nona! So you are for this fine new lady, too! When
you used to come home sweating under loads of rope it wasn’t this fine lady of yours who attended to you, it was
I! Now you have forgotten all those things. After mother died didn’t I suffer and slave for you for years? But you
have a fine new lady now and you have forgotten everything. A curse on you, all of you! The gods at least are
just!” Gunawathie burst into a violent fit of tears.
At this Somi ran out and hung on her father-in-law’s arm. “Don’t get angry, father. Everybody will hear us
fighting. I don’t want anything. You can give sister everything she wants, even if we are left paupers!”
“A nice piece of work you are! You have been ruining the family ever since you stepped into his house.”
Gunawathie flung out of her chair and into the compound.
“You will be struck by lightning for this crime. You have completely fooled this idiot here and her old father,
but don’t think you will escape. You will never prosper!”
So saying Gunawathie bent down, scooped up a handful of sand and flung it into the air. Then she stormed out.
It was late, and the village road was already bathed in moonlight. Gunawathie turned her steps homewards,
still quivering with rage. A dog that had been lying in a verandah jumped up to bark as she passed by. Another
somewhere joined in. The scent of Hendirikka flowers wafted across to Gunawathie from somebody’s garden. It
was a scent she knew well. Her mother had grown a few bushes of it in their own compound when she was alive,
so that she could be sure of having flowers to lay before the Buddha Image every evening.
Remembering her mother, Gunawathie remembered also that if she had ever known tenderness and attention it
was in those days when her mother was still alive. Her father had never been demonstrative towards her, or even
towards Jinapala; he devoted himself entirely to slaving at his business from morning till night.
“Even when the children were little babies, Jinapala’s father was never one for carrying them and fondling
them,” Gunawathie remembered hearing her mother say in those days.
Coconut and breadfruit trees grew in dense masses on either side of the road, so that it ran through thick
shadow and lit only here and there by moonbeams breaking through the foliage. As she walked down the stretches
of dark road fitfully brightened by that light, Gunawathie’s rage melted away, and a dim fear took its place. The
drumming, the strong smell of burning incense from a devil-exercising ceremony going on somewhere in the
darkness a little way from the road, added to her uneasiness. She turned back to the village and got Aleis to take
her home in his buggy.
*
After the day on which Gunawathie turned on all three of them, Somi took to attending on the old man with
ever more sweetness and consideration than before. Old age and Gunawathie’s troubles were slowly losing his
strength.
Yet it was not a sudden decrease of strength, it was his daughter-in-law’s untiring solicitude that made Kathonis give up the rope business. Even his wife had not lavished so much devotion on him. She’d insist on rubbing the
medicinal oil on his hair, take a little of it in her soft, tender palm and gradually pour it into the ‘Oil Spot’ where
the hair whirls round. Then she’d gently rub it while Kathonis was lulled into drowsiness, like a child that is being
kissed and rocked to sleep. Often she’d read to him by night from the Buddhist Scriptures till he fell asleep.
Jinapala railed at his wife more than once, seemingly out of sheer jealousy. But Somi would never reply in
anger. After their father had gone to sleep she would go after Jinapala and scold him playfully. It never failed,
Jinapala’s tempers always subsided.
“Miss Somi hasn’t married Jinapala. She’s married his father! What a crafty woman!” Jinapala had heard a
woman who lived down the road say.
When he told Somi about it she said: “Your sister has put the idea into the woman’s head. She tired her best to
stir up trouble between father and me, now she’s trying to make us quarrel.”
Kathonis was filled with loving sympathy for his daughter-in-law, when he heard that Gunawathie was making
her accusations publicly.
“Somi Nona, people tell me that Gunawathie has been talking in the village about us and saying that you are
taking away everything we have to give to your mother. What I say is, you give her whatever you like,” he told
his daughter-in-law.
*
Before he got himself a daughter-in-law, Kathonis had been quite indifferent to the comforts of life; all his
desires and pleasures were connected to the pursuits by which he added to his store of rupees. In the days when he
used to go rope-collecting far and wide, his one day of rejoicing was the day on which his weekly trip to sell the
rope that he had collected so laboriously. He would be jubilant if he had ten rupees, or perhaps a little more left,
after settling all the expenses by the way.
His joy knew no bounds if he succeeded in locating a new rope-spinner. Bringing back two lumps of stone
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with him from the beach every morning wasn’t merely a means of betting some exercise; doing it was a real joy.
Almost as great a joy as watching the pile of stones growing round the breadfruit tree in the garden.
At the time, Kathonis had never been troubled by even the mildest of illnesses, never had to spend even a day
or two in bed. Thus during the time his wife and then his daughter managed the house, and until the coming of the
daughter-in-law, he had never needed to take full draught out of the bowl of kindness and devotedness.
The pleasure he had got from collecting the stones, two by two, ended only with the building of his new
eighteen-cubit house. And he put aside the joy of going about the familiar occupation of collecting rope only after
he had a daughter-in-law, for seven or eight months.
A man who had never before known the loving kindness of a woman, Kathonis now began to change his way
of life gradually, after his daughter-in-law came to minister to him so fondly. His happiness depended on her
kindness, her love, her wondrously gentle speech. Nothing pleased him more than having his daughter-in-law
near, attending to him. If one day she had happened to delay in rubbing the oil on his head, he would soon be
calling out,
“Somi Nona, my head aches a little, let’s try some of that medicinal oil.” And when she had fetched the oil and
was rubbing it into his scalp he would purr with pleasure like a fondled cat.
The man who once had seemed to have wrung out and cast away all tenderness from his soul now seemed to
possess tenderness and responsive feeling. To Jinapala, separation from Somi for two or three weeks would have
been no hardship. But Kathonis could not do without Somi’s gentle care for even two or three days.
*
One day Jinapala pleaded with his father: “Please, father, it is now time you transferred to us whatever you are
going to give us.”
“No, there is yet time!” the old man said.
Several weeks passed. One morning Somi was rubbing oil on her father-in-law’s head, and after a while she
spoke to him thus:
“Father, if you are going to give us anything, wouldn’t it be good to settle things now? Our sister Gunawathie
is even angrier than she used to be. She has begun to say worse things than before even about you. If you were to
decide one way or the other, her ravings might come to an end.”
“I have also been thinking about it for many days. I thought of writing the coconut estate in your name.
Jinapala is rather a foolish boy …”
“Do whatever you think is right, father … And this house we need, most of all a place to live in that is entirely
ours …”
“For whom is the house, if it is not for you and Jinapala? I am putting it down in his name. Isn’t that the right
thing to do?”
“Why, father, do just what pleases you. If you give it to us, it does not matter in whose name it is.” Somi
stroked the oil into his scalp even more gently than before.
And she exerted herself more than on other days over the preparation of his midday rice. She rummaged in the
kitchen shelf for a wood-apple, with which she made a cream to regale him with.
*
But although Somi went about her work that day with the air of one who was enjoying unaccustomed happiness, there was no happiness deep down in her mind. Somi discovered within herself subtle feelings of guilt, like
a thief’s and she could not understand it.
On her husband’s face too, she saw not joy, but such a look as you might perhaps see on the face of a man who
had committed a secret crime. The cat came rubbing itself against her feet, and it seemed to her that even its
‘gnaw’ was a cry of woe and foreboding.
After finishing the house-work Somi went out into the compound. She realized that she had forgotten to sweep
it when she saw in a corner of the garden, standing up like lumps of rice cake, the earth thrown up by a dung
beetle during the night. A crow flew down and perched on the topmost ridge of the roof. It cawed. The strange
fancy came into Somi’s mind that the crow was trying to say:
“That’s the one, that’s the rogue!”
*
One evening about three weeks later, Gunawathie burst into the house looking like one possessed by a devil.
“You, you, you’re not fit to live! You thieving …” The words shot out like the flames of an explosion.
“You fooled that old man into giving you everything, didn’t you? I came today to put an end to your meddling,
no matter what happens to me afterwards. Yes; I’ll set fire to this and—”
“I have nothing to say to you. Father had given away his properties just as he liked; why do you blame me?”
Somi said angrily.
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“But I have much to say to you. And to that buffalo there …” She glared at her brother so fiercely that he
quaked. “Yes, you have found a buffalo to lead by the nose, too, you … You have danced such a dance before that
old fool, he doesn’t know what he’s doing.”
“Apoi! People who say such things never prosper. The gods should strike you with seven lightnings for saying
such things.”
“Shut up,” Gunawathie screamed.
She jumped at Somi and tore at the neck of her blouse. Somi tried to wriggle out of her grasp. Gunawathie
clawed at her face.
Jinapala came running out and dragged Gunawathhie aside. Kathonis, too, ran out and raised his arm to strike
her.
She was beside herself with rage; she pushed him away, and he fell heavily to the ground. Seeing him lie there,
stunned, she fled out of the house. She ran down the road screaming,
“That woman has murdered our father!”
*
Kathonis was in the hands of the native physician for six months. One of the bones of his right arm had been
broken, and it took six months of splints and poultices to set it right.
For the first month the physician himself came twice a day to massage oil into the arm, put on a poultice, and
fix the splints. After that it was the daughter-in-law who saw to everything.
Although Kathonis was able to leave his bed after six months, he remained a very sick man. The physician said
that the fall must have injured some of his internal organs, already weakened by age.
Kathonis was very weak now, the barking of a dog was enough to enrage him, and he frequently railed at his
son. Only Somi was spared his scoldings. And even Somi sometimes had to endure a hard word when she tried to
give him medicine. After two months of constant, sleepless nursing, Somi was so tired that she got her younger
sister to help her.
Those six months weakened Somi a great deal. Her days held no happiness now. She became irritable. She
often snapped at her husband and sometimes even at her father-in-law.
After he left his sick bed the old man took to wandering about the village. And he started telling people that his
son and his daughter-in-law no longer cared for him. He was lame in one foot now and walked with difficulty.
Though Jinapala and Somi tried hard to make him put on a clean sarong and vest, he insisted on going out in
filthy rags.
The villagers, hearing his stories, were full of pity for him; they agreed among each other in praising his goodness openly. They had nothing good to say of his son and daughter-in-law. And Kathonis was greatly pleased. He
went more and more often into the village for the pleasure of hearing such talk.
It was not only Kathonis whose clothes were disreputable now. Jinapala too was often dirtily clad. And if the
daughter-in-law’s clothes were not dirty, her withered face was a pitiful thing to see.
The beds in the house were now covered with filthy old mats, the pillows were all stained. It had been Somi’s
habit to sweep the compound every day. But now it was swept only once every week or two. Cattle wandered in
every night through a gap in the fence, and the dung they left remained just as it fell until the beetles got at it. If it
weren’t for the beetles the compound would have been a mass of dung in a few days.
*
“I have been through eight months of suffering. I cannot nurse father any longer. I am going home and taking
the children with me,” Somi told her husband one night. “In spite of all the care I take of him, he is always in a
bad temper now; he is no longer fond of us. And he is still as sickly as ever. And he goes about the village telling
people that we don’t look after him any longer.” After a pause Jinapala said,
“Father is needlessly … trouble … Perhaps Gunawathie has had him put under a spell, to make him hate us so
much.”
“What spell? He will never improve. I am going home with the two children.”
“What will happen to us if you go? Won’t people say bad things about us?”
“The people in the village have all had their say now. Father has gone about telling everybody that we don’t
care for him, that we would be glad to see the end of him …”
“Let him say what he likes, let us endure it and go on as before.”
*
Somi took herself and her children off to her parents’ house. Jinapala too went to his mother-in-law’s every day
and returned late in the evenings, sometimes only after he had had his evening meal. Only a woman of forty-five
was left to look after the house and attended to the old man.
Somi returned to her father-in-law’s house only when Jinapala told her that the old man’s illness was taking a
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turn for the worse. They got two native physicians to treat him. when their treatment did not seem to work, they
decided to try western medicine, and they fetched a doctor.
On the fifth day after the doctor had started treating the old man Somi rose early as usual to give Kathonis his
medicine. She poured it out and said:
“Father, here’s our medicine.”
Then she saw his face.
Her eyes filled with tears. She bent down to make sure, then she went to her husband who was still asleep in
the next room.
“Father is dead! …”
“Apoi …!”
Somi quickly put a hand over his mouth.
They went into the room and changed the dirty old mat with a new one. Jinapala took the tattered sarong and
vest off the corpse and put a fresh white cloth and a shirt on it. Somi put two clean pillows under his head and
then drew a fresh sheet scented with ‘Savana’ roots over his feet.
Then the daughter-in-law began wailing. Jinapala joined her. Hearing the sound of mourning the villagers began to run towards the house. They said;
“In a previous birth Kathonis Mudalali must have died without acknowledging the kindness and devotion that
Somi had shown him. It’s only today that he has settled his debt.”
288.191 Excerpt from An Asian Prime Minister’s Story\fn{by Sir John Lionel Kotelawala (1897-1980)} Colombo?, Sri
Lanka (M) 7
1
One of my earliest memories is of a small boy whose widowed mother could not afford to buy him a pair of
shoes to send him to one of the leading schools in Colombo. Surprisingly enough, that boy was myself.
Today I am regarded as a very rich man; and the popular impression is that my wealth made it easy for me
from the very start to make smooth progress on the road that ended with the Premiership. But I was not born rich;
and my family’s circumstances in my boyhood handicapped me badly.
The school chosen for me was the Royal College. My mother used to give me ten cents every morning to pay
my tram fare. I saved this by going to the junction now known as Lipton’s Circus and waiting for the carriage that
carried a lawyer to the courts at Hultsdorp. Jumping on to a perch at the back of the seat, unnoticed, I waited for
the first warning cry from a street urchin or some other passer-by that I was stealing a ride. I could then expect the
lash of the driver’s whip. It was time to protect my face by covering it with my books. I wonder if the lawyer, who
later became the Supreme Court Judge, Sir Stewart Schneider, ever dreamt that a future Prime Minister was up to
pranks behind him.
But I was happy at the Royal College, where the other boys found in me a high-spirited companion easily led
into fights, and good at games, even if I was nowhere near the top of my class in studies. No teacher saw a brilliant career before me.
I had to leave school in 1915, before I could captain the cricket eleven, as I hoped to, because I was chosen as
the most suitable person for smuggling food and comforts into the prison where leaders of the temperance movement, including F. R. and D. S. Senanayake, were detained during the 1915 riots, when the Government panicked
and saw a rebel in every prominent social worker.
Strokes of good fortune and the astute use of opportunities had changed my family’s fortunes by now. My
mother, to whom I owe so much, always gave sound advice to those who sought it. She feared that increasing
wealth might tempt us to lead idle, extravagant lives, and that future generations of Kotelawalas would be impoverished.
When the large sum of three million rupees was offered by a foreign investor for our plumbago\fn{Graphite}
mines she said that so valuable an asset should be retained by the family, and could be developed with much
greater profit if we did not yield to the temptation of selling it at that price. She was certainly right.
*
My father had gone to Australia in his youth, but he found there was no opening for him there, and returned to
join the Ceylon Police Force. He rose to the post of Inspector for the Island.
I was only a boy of eleven when his life came to a tragic end, by his own hand, when he was convinced that
cruel circumstances and implacable foes were conspiring to convict him of having instigated the murder of a kinsman. The fact that he was a popular hero was amply demonstrated at his funeral.
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One characteristic of my father was his unrestrained impulsiveness. He had the habit of acting first and thinking afterwards. When I am accused of doing the same I think it must be because I am my father’s son.
An indelible impression I have of John Kotelawala the First, as some people may call my father today, is of his
astounding conduct at a wedding. He was with my mother, my grandmother, and me at the bride’s house, awaiting the arrival of the bridegroom's party. The bride was one of my aunts. I was then a boy of six, and stood at his
knee, eagerly looking forward to the festivities to come.
The bridegroom arrived in the uniform of an officer of the Ceylon Light Infantry. He belonged to one of the
most influential Sinhalese families of the time, and in his entourage were men who mattered.
As soon as the party reached the threshold of the house my father, for a reason unknown to anyone present,
rose from his seat, thrust me aside, went up to the bridegroom, and gave him a thundering slap. The amazed officer’s helmet fell off, and his other military accoutrements were seriously disturbed. What a reception from the
family with whom his fortunes were going to be wedded!
My grandmother thrust herself between her turbulent son-in-law and the humiliated bridegroom, whom she did
her best to pacify. Peace was restored, and the wedding took place. But the foundation was then laid for a bitter
family feud that went on right up to the time of my father’s tragic death and continued later, even in public life.
That was a way we had among our people in those days, when a petty pri vate quarrel could lead to a persistent
vendetta.
My father was a man of great physical strength. He once accepted the challenge of a visiting strong man and
wrestler from India named Mabul Khan, and beat him soundly.
In those days if any Ceylonese had a giant’s strength and knew how to use it he was called a “Mabul Khan.”
For a Ceylonese to get the better of such a champion was an occasion for national rejoicing. John Kotelawala actually did it. He became a proud people’s idol.
What must have been the first strike in Ceylon was one started by carters in Colombo. A regulation was
introduced by which these drivers of bullock carts were forbidden to sit on the pole of the cart and compelled to
walk by the side of their bulls. When they were seated they could not get their carts out of the way quickly enough
to please the lordly Sahibs who thought the roads belonged only to them in those colonial days.
The men went on strike as a protest, and appealed to my father for sympathy. He gave it to them readily, and
undertook to feed them all and their bulls while the strike lasted. I have a vivid picture in my mind of the garden
of our home being crowded with carters, their families, and their bulls. How different from the strikes of today,
when workers out on strike often have to fend for themselves, while their leaders go to dances and have a good
time generally.
In the end a compromise was reached. The strike was settled, and my father became a hero of the working
classes.
My father was one of the earliest temperance workers in Ceylon, and he regarded this as part of the nationbuilding activities in which he and a few other patriots were engaged. Their temperance was of the militant type.
When they caught a man who had drunk to excess they would march him through the streets the next day, making
him wear a chain of coconut shells, in order to render him an object of ridicule and contempt among the people.
My father was one of those who struck the first open blows against colonialism in the days when white men in
Ceylon thought they were lords of creation before whom the natives should cringe. And the blows came from hard
fists with a terrific punch behind them, and the full force of patriotic pride.
*
Without a father to guide me in my formative years, I looked to my mother alone for help and advice in every
difficulty. Her strength of character and sagacity were great influences in shaping my career. She could understand everything, and forgive much.
It is from her that I have learned lessons in tolerance, and the importance of tackling every difficult situation
with courage and determination. Hers was an indomitable spirit. Her exemplary life as a Christian and ardent social worker taught me a sense of values, and inspired me with a profound respect for religious principles, regardless of the creeds we embraced. A Buddhist by birth, my mother sought the solace of another faith in the early
days of her widowhood, and became a more devout Christian than some of the friends who helped to convert her.
But she did not forget her obligations to the religion of her family, and Buddhist institutions received some of the
benefits of her benevolence.
*
The man who had most to do with moulding my character and influencing me for good in my youth was F. R.
Senanayake, who had married my mother’s sister, and managed our family’s estates. He became one of Ceylon’s
most respected patriots in his day. His memory is still honoured every year in Ceylon.
I remember an incident which illustrates his high principles and keen sense of fairness. His brother D. S. and I
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had been discussing a case in which the superintendent of one of our estates was to stand his trial for selling tea
produced on the estate and misappropriating the proceeds. A little later I was passing F. R. Senanayake’s house,
when I was surprised to see the accused superintendent leaving it. I immediately visited F. R. myself, and asked
him why he had entertained the man who had cheated us.
His reply surprised me.
He said he had given the man enough money to retain one of the best lawyers of the time to defend him. He
thought it only fair to do that for him.
The superintendent was convicted, and given a year’s imprisonment. When he came out of gaol F. R. insisted
on re-employing him, because he felt the man had paid the full penalty for his crime.
*
D. S. Senanayake was paid a salary of 400 rupees (Rs. 400) a month and myself Rs 100, for looking after the
estates of my mother and my aunt—his brother’s wife, Mrs. F. R. Senanayake. The future Prime Minister Senanayake’s first entry into active politics was in 1924, when he was elected uncontested as Member for Negombo in
the Legislative Council.
A rugged character, more a plain plumbago miner than an astute politician, he found it quite a problem to make
his first speech in Council. The subject was rubber-restriction. His brother F. R. wrote the speech for him, and I
was present at the rehearsal. When I went to Council to hear him deliver it, I’m sure that my heart beat faster than
his.
In those days the President of the Council was Governor Manning, a stern old soldier, who strictly enforced the
rule that no speeches should be read.
D. S. Senanayake had memorized most of his speech, although he did not quite understand what it all meant.
Anyway, he kept the typescript in front of him for the purpose of glancing at it when his memory failed him. We
had worked an American joke into the speech. And when he came to this point the breakdown I dreaded occurred.
One of the sheets of typescript had fallen to the floor, and all D. S. could say was: “This reminds me of the Ameri can joke.—er-joke …”
He could get no further, and flopped back into his seat. When he came out of the Council Chamber he told me
he would never again try to memorize a speech. He would either read it out or make one of his own.
Later in his career he became one of our ablest parliamentary debaters, in spite of his too frequent use of such
explanatory phrases as “The thing is this,” and “Actually, as a matter of fact.”
*
F. R. Scnanayake and others interested in me thought that I should be compensated for the interruption of my
school career by being given an opportunity of acquiring some “polish” and experience abroad. They suggested a
trip to Australia; but I was not interested.
I much preferred to go to Europe. This was a hazardous adventure in war-time, with German submarines sinking so many ships. I needed a companion, and found one in a school-mate who had shone at cricket, and who was
now in his brother’s firm of brokers.
We managed to get passages on a French ship, and felt like two orphans of the storm on board, until someone
who could speak English befriended us. He was a British business-man from Singapore, and soon began to take a
fatherly interest in the two boys from Ceylon. We were British subjects, and he felt it was his duty to protect and
help us.
As we were nearing Marseilles we ran into danger. A submarine attack was feared, and we stood on the deck
wearing our life-belts, expecting the ship to be torpedoed at any moment, and hoping we should be rescued. It was
my first taste of war. I am no coward; but I was young, and the thought of losing my life so early without doing
anything worth while depressed me.
We pursued our zigzag course to Marseilles, and the passengers got off the ship in a frantic hurry.
Here we were up against another difficulty. We found it was almost impossible to travel through France by
train and get across to England when the Germans were so near Paris.
Our friend from Singapore took us to the British Consul, and did his best to see us through. Ultimately we
reached Paris, where we stayed until we finally got across the Channel to London, where our friend chose a temperance hotel as the best resort for the two youngsters from the East on their first trip to the great city.
Within a few days we experienced our first air-raid. A Zeppelin flew over London, and an attacking British
plane dived straight at it and soon shot it down with machine-gun fire. So this was war, brought right to our doorstep, and we were thrilled to be in the thick of it. The pilot of the British plane, Leefe Robinson, was awarded the
V.C. for gallantry. This remained in my mind ever afterwards, and I resolved that I would one day fight for my
country as Robinson did for his.
One of the Ceylonese who helped and advised me in London was E. W. Perera, a great patriot and fighter, who
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was there to make representation to the Secretary of State for the Colonies against the grave injustices done to his
people during a dark period of terror and martial law in Ceylon that followed the riots of 1915. He was a con firmed bachelor, but he tried to be a father to the Ceylonese students in London.
One thing he cautioned us against was the danger of having our pockets picked in Tube stations. He was once
telling us that we should always be careful when we wore such things as tie-pins to see that they were firmly fas tened and could not be easily snatched by thieves. As he was doing so he looked for his own tie-pin, and found
that it had been stolen. He insisted on speaking to us only in Sinhalese, though his vocabulary in his own language
seemed to be sadly limited when it came to describing the things he saw in London.
From London I went to Christ’s College, Cambridge, to take a course in agriculture. My keen interest in sport,
and the fact that I had enough money to spend freely, made me very popular at the University.
I spent five years in Europe, and returned with no violent prejudices against foreigners, but with a renewed zest
for living well and working hard.
*
It was on one of my visits to France that an incident occurred which led me to make up my mind to take to
politics, and fight against the colour-bar, among other evils.
I was in the company of a Frenchwoman, who asked me for a cigarette. I handed her my gold cigarette-case,
but it happened to be empty. Then a burly American came up to us and thrust his own cigarette-case towards the
lady, asking Madame to help herself. She politely refused. He persisted in his offer, and remarked,
“Black man’s cigarette not good; white man’s cigarette very good.”
I asked him what he meant by that, and told him that this was not his country or mine; we were on neutral
ground, and I would show him that a black man’s blow was very good indeed. I then gave him a sock on the jaw
and sent him sprawling.
An excited crowd of French people rushed towards us, and there was a good deal of confusion. Everybody’s
sympathy seemed to be with me, since I could speak French and the American spoke only English. Eventually we
were taken before a police commissioner, and I explained that I hit the man because he insulted me. We were both
advised that if we wanted to fight we should do so in our own countries, and not in France.
*
My introduction to Army life began through my passion for riding horses. As a boy of fifteen I used to take a
horse from our stables at a very early hour in the morning, without anybody’s knowledge, and ride it bare-back
round Victoria Park to my heart’s content. One day I met D. C. Senanayake, eldest brother of the great D. S., also
out riding at dawn, as a cure for his insomnia. The information inevitably reached my mother, and there were no
more stolen rides for me.
But my reputation as a skilful and intrepid young horseman spread, and when a mounted section of the Town
Guard was formed one of its officers suggested that my services should be enlisted to break horses in for members
of that unit. I was too young to be a Town Guard, but I was delighted to help them in this way.
After the experience of the 1915 riots I had a strong desire to be a soldier myself, and to see a Ceylon Army
come into being some day, capable of defending our own country. I felt my ambition was nearer realization when
I became a lieutenant in the Ceylon Light Infantry in 1922.
Sport and military training did as much for me as for any other man in developing the team spirit and disci pline, the ability to face triumph and disaster with equanimity, which are so useful in fitting one for public life. I
wish all our politicians could be men who excelled at games in their youth, even if they had no experience of
Army life. I was good at cricket and football\fn{ Soccer in America:H} at school, and later took to tennis, and developed a passion for polo. It was the thrill of playing the game well and the enjoyment of vigorous exercise that at tracted me most. I also found that it helped me to tackle any job in hand with greater zest and concentration.
*
I must also record my association with the Sinhalese Sports Club, one of the leading clubs started to foster
cricket, which belongs to the category of good things that colonialism introduced into our country.
At club cricket we learned not only to play the game but to overcome sectional prejudice of caste and creed.
Also, on the field, and afterwards when we were hosts or guests, we met representatives of the old colonialism as
equals, and in that role they were indeed jolly good fellows.
There was one rather unfortunate feature in club life, owing its origin to the racially exclusive clubs established
by the British residents in Ceylon. Other communities—Sinhalese, Tamils, Malays, Burghers (descendants of
Dutch settlers)—set up their own cricket clubs. Colonialism, that brought us cricket, had also introduced this vicious communalism in sport.
One of my ambitions was to be a gentleman rider at the race meetings in Colombo. On one occasion I was riding one of my own horses in a race when two jockeys (both white men) deliberately interfered with my mount,
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and even threw me out of the saddle. When the race was over I went up to one of them and gave him a stinging
blow across his face. Thereupon the secretary of the club (an Englishman) caught me by the throat and thrust me
out of the room, threatening to warn me off the course.
When my mother heard about it she insisted on my giving up racing as far as owning and riding horses were
concerned.
In later years I became a steward of the Ceylon Turf Club, but never owned horses.
*
My twenty-three years of Army life, and my experience in Ceylon’s War Council, gave me the opportunity to
meet big men who had done great deeds, and whose example inspired me with courage and confidence when I
had to tackle any problem or difficulty. I also learned that in the Army twelve o’clock meant five to twelve and
not half-past twelve.
Unpunctuality is a notorious weakness of the Ceylonese, and I have always sought to correct it. It was once
said of me in America that, for an Easterner, I was uncommonly punctual.
I was a captain in the Ceylon Light Infantry when I entered politics, and retired from the regiment as Colonel.
It may interest my good friend the Prime Minister of India to know that in my youth an admirer described me
as a nationalist of the deepest dye, whom his friends and acquaintances called “Jawaharlal Nehru.” A journalist
wrote in 1931:
“We are sure he will live up to that high expectation and before long become Ceylon’s Nehru.”
I had no such ambition then, and was more interested in being described at the same time as a “pukka” sportsman, an expert in boxing and a good hand at tennis; also as a rich young man who was in favour of income tax
when contemporary men of substance were against it.
*
My first contacts with colonialism at its worst were when, as an agriculturist, land-owner, and business-man, I
came up against the attitude of by no means effortless superiority adopted by the British planters towards Ceylonese of every class. They thought our country belonged to them, and was theirs alone to exploit, while the richer
natives should be kept in their place and enjoy none of the privileges exclusively reserved for the ruling race.
Social status, sportsmanship, a university education, and physical prowess counted for nothing if you were a
son of the soil. The fact that your family prospered was merely due to the tolerance of a kindly Government
whose main job it was to civilize the natives and make use of them as coolies or clerks.
I am not saying that all the British officials, planters, and merchants adopted this arrogant attitude towards the
people of the country. There were shining exceptions.
But colonialism seemed to infect most of them with a tropical disease, of which the most familiar symptom
was an ill-concealed contempt for brown, black, and yellow men as such. The ancient civilization of Ceylon
meant nothing to them, unless they were scholars interested in history.
The laws of the land had to be framed primarily for the benefit of British interests. Good roads, hospitals, and
schools were a necessity only in the estate areas, and were apparently a luxury to which villagers and peasants
were not entitled.
First-class railway carriages were not meant for third-class natives even if they were Kandyan chiefs or Tamil
knights.
No doubt the British planters, with the aid of Indian labour and of a Government that looked after the interests
of foreign investors very well, had done a lot for the development of industries that increased the country’s revenue. But was that a good reason for neglecting the basic needs of the permanent population, for resenting the
claims and thwarting the aspirations of Ceylonese, and for insulting and humiliating them in their own country?
The cruder eruptions of colonialism used to enrage me in my impetuous youth. I was always a fighter, who believed in hitting hard and well above the belt. It was therefore not surprising that I came to be involved in many
escapades in which I invariably felt that my might was right, and that the other fellow’s wrong thinking was his
weakness.
I would stand no nonsense or impudence from anyone. This, I think, was the reaction to colonialism among all
young men of my time with any spirit and with resources to back them; but many of them were more cautious and
prudent than I could ever be. It was my belief that I was thrice armed if I got my blow in first.
*
Two incidents that illustrate the slave mentality that colonialism breeds and the tendency in rural Ceylon to re gard British officials as demigods linger vividly in my memory.
On one occasion I was present, as M.P. for the district, at a conference at which a Government Agent was explaining in a lordly way how he administered his province. Among those present were some Ratemahatmayas,
\fn{Government officials in charge of areas, originally Kandyan Chiefs } who were called upon to elaborate some of the points
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made by the Big White Chief. What astounded and infuriated me in the demeanour of these men was that every
time they mentioned the G. A. in their well-rehearsed recitals they rose respectfully a few inches from their seats,
as though they were naming a divine being.
I stood it as long as I could, and then I interrupted by asking the G. A. why they did this. Had he given them
the impression that he was a god?
He replied that it was the usual custom in his province.
“If that is so,” I exclaimed indignantly, “let the custom be stopped. I find it disgusting.”
The second incident was at a luncheon party when an Acting Governor was the chief guest at a Ratemahatmaya’s house. I was surprised to find Village Tribunal Presidents in their best clothes acting as waiters.
So unaccustomed were they to this task that one of them nearly poured soup on the back of my neck.
This arrangement was supposed to be a tribute to a distinguished representative of the ruling race, in whose august presence ordinary servants had to fade out of the picture. I was more amused than enraged by this aspect of
subservience to colonialism.
*
But I was never blind to the fact that there was something good in this form of colonialism, in spite of all the
evils it engendered and the fundamentally wrong bias it gave to the country’s economy.
Its advantage was that the colonizing Power was essentially democratic. There was a sincere intention to grant
the people some measure of self-government.
Although this was done in painfully slow stages, it gradually gave us a voice in the administration of our own
affairs. We were free to criticize the Government and all its works as strongly as we liked.
Public opinion could thus be educated on important issues, and the constant agitation for political reforms
could become an irresistible clamour. Given national unity and wise leadership, we could make the best use of the
democratic way of escape from the disabilities of the old colonialism.
Can this be said of what I condemned at Bandung as the new colonialism? The answer is obvious. Totalitarian
tyranny would be infinitely worse than the most ruthless imperialism known in the past.
2
It was with the grant of the first substantial measure of self-government and manhood suffrage, under what is
known as the Donoughmore Scheme in 1931, that I came into the political picture.
When I sought election to the Kurunegala seat in the first State Council of Ceylon in 1931 it was said in my
favour that I was a young man eager to serve the country, and possessed of the various qualifications essential in a
representative of the people. I was described as one who had a great and tolerant sympathy for all creeds and communities. It amuses me today to recall that I was also described as “one who would unhesitatingly sacrifice his
salary for the benefit of the country.”
I could well afford to do so. The voters were told that I had built a school for nearly six hundred children, and
had also helped to build a free school for spinning and weaving. I had not only maintained a tradition of dis interested service, but also sown the seeds of swaraj\fn{Independence} in Ceylon.
I had vast permanent interests in the district for which I sought election, and the interests of a larger number of
people there, both in the planting and plumbago-mining areas, were linked with my own. One of my supporters
described me as a young man of high ideals who had always fought a clean and straight fight throughout his career.
I promised to devote all my time towards obtaining an early revision of the Donoughmore Constitution, and
the removal of its worst features, in order to make it an effective instrument of responsible government.
I reminded the people of the advice given by Mr. Nehru when he visited Kurunegala, that the salvation of a
country did not depend upon the dialectical skill with which legal arguments were maintained, but upon the solution of its economic problem.
My opponents had started a campaign of calumny and vilification against me in the form of widely distributed
anonymous leaflets. In one of these leaflets it was said that I was a man who could not manage my own home.
This was a reference to my brief and unhappy married life. It was also suggested that I had wasted my fortune and
substance before I was thirty years old, and that I had spent the best part of my life in the dancing halls of Paris.
This blunt advice was given to the voters:
“Don’t imagine that the State Council will suffer for want of fools.” There were many other equally discouraging “Don’ts” in this leaflet.
I must admit that it was one of my own supporters who first conceived the idea of issuing a series of “Don’ts”
to the electors. In one of these leaflets my opponent was described as a Rip van Winkle, a parish-pump politician,
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and a rustic proctor.
The most virulent personal abuse, within the law of libel, was indulged in on both sides. This is not surprising,
considering that democracy in Ceylon was then in its infancy, and there were no clear-cut party issues on which
elections could be fought, while the voters were, for the most part, ignorant and illiterate.
*
Caste prejudice was an element that nobody conducting an election campaign could ignore. At one extreme
were those who regarded themselves as the cream of Sinhalese aristocracy, and at the other were what were
known as the depressed classes, acutely conscious of their disabilities. It was a candidate’s business to woo both,
and many other gradations in the caste system in between. He had to exercise the greatest tact, and refrain from
doing or saying anything that would outrage traditional customs. He had to pander to popular prejudices while
pretending not to do so. It was an admirable training in diplomacy at a pretty low level.
*
One amusing incident is vivid in my memory.
A Kandyan chieftain of the old feudalist school was discussing the election with me and some of my supporters. He was extremely pompous, and wherever and whenever he carried on a conversation he had with him a very
youthful retainer who crouched beside him, and whose business it was to endorse everything his master said with
an abjectly humble affirmative.
By way of contrast, I had with me at the same time an influential representative of a caste considered to be
fairly low down in the scale. It was very important to keep the two apart. But, by an unfortunate accident, they
found themselves sitting at the same table to enjoy my hospitality.
The haughty Kandyan asked the so-called low-caste man from where he came. Instead of saying he came from
Colombo, where he lived and worked at that time, he named his ancestral village, Talampitiya, where the caste to
which most of the inhabitants belonged was only too well known.
My Kandyan supporter was infuriated.
What? Had he actually eaten the same food, at the same table, as a man so degradingly low in the social scale?
It was positively disgusting, and he felt I, as host, had insulted him grossly. He stood up in a rage, rushed out to
the garden, made terrible noises, and actually forced himself to vomit the food that had defiled him.
It was a frightening predicament for me, who during that election time was wooing both sections; the one represented by the angry Chief, the other by the man whose presence had upset the vomiting guest. I hur ried first to
the garden and explained that if the old chief and those who thought like him wanted a representative to hold the
scales evenly I was the man to be returned to the State Council. Back into the house I went and made the same
plea to my other disgusted guest.
Both sections supported me at the election!
*
On another occasion the support of a large body of voters of a certain caste was sought, and it was thought expedient to bring to the field of battle one of their own people who had made good in Colombo, where he was a
prosperous and much esteemed business-man. He was made to wear a tail coat and look like a guest at a royal
garden-party.
A big procession had been arranged. But the preliminaries took a long time, and the great man was hot, both ered, and bored to the point of exhaustion. He was made the star turn in the electioneering pageantry that fol lowed. Some one had a brain-wave and instructed the crowd to hail him with shouts of “ Apey Raja,” meaning
“Our King.” The old boy felt very regal, and was naturally elated.
The man who had earlier appeared thoroughly exhausted rose up in all his splendour in the car in which he and
I were being taken and addressed the mammoth crowd of his people.
“You,” he said, using in Sinhalese a term that the kings of old are reported to have used when they addressed
menials, “must support this boy. I have carried him in my arms when he was a child!”
I was neither a boy then nor had I ever heard of being carried by the old gentleman when I was a child. But the
man who was “Apey Raja” to that particular crowd had given his command, and many votes were won that day
for me.
*
Two other election episodes I remember now with amusement caused me a good deal of embarrassment at that
time.
On one occasion my chief supporter made a strong speech condemning the evils of colonialism and the hardships it imposed on the people of the country. I was so moved by his words, and my own feelings against co-lo nialism were so strong, that I found myself actually shedding tears. To my horror my supporter interrupted his
speech to slap me on the back and say,
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“That’s the thing to do: weep a little more.”
I promptly dried my eyes.
The second incident was carefully rehearsed with the object of making me fly into a passion and do something
reckless that would spoil my chances of getting elected.
A Boy Scout leader arranged to stage a Sinhalese play, and I was invited to give the performance my patronage. Supporters of both election candidates were in the audience.
As soon as the play started I could see that it presented a crude caricature of myself as a military officer of the
rank of captain, who was entering politics for the first time. The scene was the Orient Club in Colombo, where
rich young men and their elders met to drink, gamble, and gossip. The captain in the play was depicted as an extravagant man about town, wasting his substance and completely devoid of intelligence. This hero cut a ridiculous
figure, and the whole purpose of the play was obviously to make me lose my temper, assault the organizers, and
leave the hall in a fury.
But this did not happen. I was astute enough to sit through it all and pretend to enjoy the show as much as anybody else. At the end of the performance I garlanded the actor who played the part of the captain, and gave him a
handsome present as well. The result was that many who had come to jeer remained to cheer, and were won over
to my side.
*
I mention all this because, apart from entertaining the reader, it seems to me absurd to pretend that the voters of
Ceylon, when they were first given adult suffrage, were as politically educated as any electorate in Europe or else where.
The result of the election was that I (an independent candidate) got 17,159 votes and my opponent, a local
lawyer sponsored by the Ceylon National Congress Party, polled 8,114 votes. My majority was thus the substantial one of 9,054.
I had every reason to feel satisfied that I had made a good start in the field of politics.
93.165 The Horror Of Mahahena\fn{by Solomon West Ridgeway Dias Bandaranaike (1899-1959)} Colombo, Colombo
District, Western Province, Sri Lanka (M) 10
It was evening. I had had some strenuous sets of tennis at the club, and now, having returned home, I was
stretched luxuriously on the lounge-chair on the verandah, after a refreshing warm bath, with a cool drink by my
side and the evening paper in my hand.
I glanced through my newspaper. The sports news was uninteresting, no serious crimes had apparently been
committed in the previous twenty-four hours, and the editorial contained some incredibly dull and ill-informed
views on the sterling balances of the country.
I heard with relief the tinkle of the postman’s bell. Among the letters there was one that bore the postmark of
Mahahena, and the envelope was addressed in the neat, small handwriting of my cousin Leela.
Leela had done well at school, played a good game of tennis, and was very good-looking. After she left
school, she drifted into the usual life of our society ladies. She became a member of all the fashionable associations for social work, went to the August races in beautiful saris, and was duly photographed every year, attended
regularly the insufferably dull parties given by leading politicians, and never missed the cinema.
At one time I was very much in love with her, and hoped she would eventually make up her mind to marry me,
until that remarkable character, Ananda Livera, appeared on the scene.
Ananda was a first-rate athlete, and had obtained a first class in science at the ’Varsity. He could have, if he
chose, reached the front rank in politics or the bar, or even in the Civil Service—if in a moment of aberration he
had sat for the Civil Service examination.
He did none of these things. He preferred to plant in the wilds of Mahahena and shoot big game. Then, two
years ago, he descended on Colombo in one of his rare visits to the capital, met Leela, fell violently in love with
her, married her within a week, and disappeared with her to the solitude of Mahahena.
I was roused from my reverie by a familiar voice.
“I never thought, Richard, that you possessed the feminine trait of holding an envelope in your hand and
dreaming, instead of opening it and reading its contents.
I looked up in some confusion, and saw John Ratsinghe standing in the portico, and looking at me quizzically
with his eternal Jaffna cigar in a corner of his mouth.
I had not heard him approach, but then John had the feline habit of moving without a sound.
“Come in, John. Come in!” I cried with a laugh. “You will give me a heart attack one day with these silent,
secret ways of yours.”
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I tore open the envelope and was soon absorbed in the extraordinary letter it contained.
My Dear Richard,
I do not know what you must be thinking of me! It is not that I have forgotten my old friends, but I was so busy at
the start, and later have been so worried, that I was unable to write you at all for a long time.
Dear Richard, I am in great trouble, and I know you will help me, if you can. Some mysterious and horrible deaths
have occurred in this area lately. Within the past three months the bodies of a girl and two young lads were found in the
jungle. There were, it seems, marks of violent struggle in each case, and the throats of the victims were mangled and
torn. But there was, strange to say, hardly any blood on the bodies or the ground nearby.
The cause of these deaths remains a mystery, in spite of all the efforts of the police and others. I believe they even
got down some C.I.D. men from Colombo, who made inquiries for a number of days in vain. Ananda has been taking
a great interest and helping the police in every way. I know he, too, is very worried, though he tries not to show it.
The villagers are in a panic, and all sorts of wild stories are being spread. They say that the Riri Yakka is responsible
for these atrocities I do not know what to think. I am not at all well myself, and am on the verge of a breakdown.
Now, Richard, I have been reading your accounts of the exploits of your friend, Mr. John Ratsinghe. Perhaps he
maybe able to help us? Do please bring him here for a few days.
I do not want Ananda to know that I have written to you, as he may think I have been needlessly fussy. Just send me
a wire that you are coming for the week-end with a friend. Ananda will be pleased, as he always likes company. You
can come next Friday. Please, please do not fail me.
Yours very sincerely,
Leela Livera

I read this letter twice over, and handed it in silence to John. I watched him as he perused it, and could see that
he was interested, even excited: he was chewing his cigar, and shifting it from one side of his mouth to the other
—always a sure sign of interest in him.
“Most intriguing, Richard,” he said, handing the letter back to me. “Quite a number of interesting possibilities.
I suppose we had better go.”
“Splendid! I shall send off that wire at once. What time on Friday can we start?”
“I have a small case in magistrate’s court on Friday morning,” he replied. “We can leave after lunch about two.
Will that suit you?”
“Oh yes. I shall call for you at your bungalow about two on Friday.”
*
John Ratsinghe lay back in his seat with his eyes half closed, as we sped south to Mahahena on Friday afternoon.
He seemed to be dozing. Only once did he rouse himself to ask for Leela’s letter, which he studied closely. It
was past five when we reached the village. We turned into Mahahena Estate through the imposing gates at the
entrance, and drove through the coconut plantation leading to the bungalow. We soon came in sight of it, situated
on an elevation overlooking the sea. The evening sun had stained the white walls and pillars with a rosy glow.
Leela welcomed me effusively, and Ananda was no less cordial. I introduced John Ratisinghe to them, and at
the mention of his name, Ananda’s eyes lit up with interest.
“You are both very welcome,” he said. “I am especially glad to see you, Ratsinghe. I have heard a great deal
about you, and have often wanted to meet you. We lead rather a dull life here,” he added with a laugh, “but I hope
you won’t be too bored.”
“Not at all,” murmured John politely. “In a place like this, I cannot imagine anyone being bored.”
The boy, Elias, carrying our bags, preceded us with a cheerful smile, upstairs to our rooms. These appeared to
be comfortable and airy, and were luxuriously furnished. They adjoined each other, and provided a glorious view
over the sea. After tidying ourselves we went down to the garden, where tea was served.
“This is my ideal of a garden,” remarked John, looking about him appreciatively. “A well kept lawn, a few
flower beds, and large, shady flowering trees.”
“That’s what I always say,” interposed Ananda, beaming with pleasure, “though Leela does not agree with
me.”
“Too much color and beauty are apt to be cloying,” returned John. “Now look at that rose. If it were surroundded by a profusion of its kind, the effect would be lost. I believe in individual beauty, and not in mass loveliness.”
He walked up to the flower, a large, cream-colored rose, which bloomed in solitary glory. He took it gently in
his hand, and murmured: “What a lovely thing a rose is. And yet it will fade and die so quickly. What a waste of
beauty and fragrance.”
“I see you are a poet,” said Ananda laughing.
“Oh, no,” retorted John. “Richard is the poet. I am a more humdrum person.”
“That rose is a rare variety,” said Leela, “It is called—”
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“Stop,” interrupted John. “Please don’t spoil everything by telling me its botanical name. I am sure it must be
something, something, gloriosa. I hate these jaw-breaking Latin names. After all, what does it matter what it is
called?”
We all laughed. The feeling of strain and tension, which I had sensed in both Ananda and Leela, seemed to
ease, and we chatted pleasantly, till the sun sank in a glory of gold and crimson, and the sky darkened into violet.
After dinner we made up a four at bridge. Both Ananda and Leela were preoccupied and played badly. John,
who is a good player, hates nothing more than an inattentive one, and I could see a look of relief on his face, when
after a couple of rubbers, Ananda rose from the table.
“I hope you will excuse me,” he said. “It is time I went on my usual round: I have a look round every night to
see that the watchers are up and about their duties.”
We went up, and John came into my room in a few minutes puffing happily at one of his foul cigars.
I leaned out of the window, drinking in the beauty of the scene outside. Thee was strong moonlight, as it was
only three days before full-moon.
“What a lovely, peaceful night it is,” I said. “Surely this is not a place where dreadful deeds are done.”
“That’s just where you are mistaken,” he rejoined. “You take life from books, without trusting to your own
experience, and your own eyes and ears. In real life, the true horror consists of the frequent juxtaposition of peace
and violence, good and evil, the ordinary and the extraordinary. A night like this gives me the creeps far more than
a violent storm would.”
As though in justification of his words, at this moment there reached us through the still air the sound of howling, mournful and desolate, in the distance. It was taken up by another and still another, till the air vibrated and
throbbed with it.
John turned and looked at me inquiringly.
“It is only a pack of jackals,” I announced with some satisfaction at my superior knowledge. “After all, jackals
must be fairly common in theses jungle areas.”
“Jackals?” he said. “I see. I expect the jackal in our country can be taken as a substitute for the wolf in others.
You will probably recollect, Richard, that the wolf is an animal frequently mentioned in the vampire legend. It is a
sort of familiar of the vampire.”
The howling continued for some minutes, the sound now receding, now approaching, with a persistence and
intensity that was quite unusual in my experience.
Suddenly it ceased.
*
We smoked awhile in silence, till again the quiet of the night was rent by a cry of the most extreme fear and
dread that I had ever heard.
“In heaven’s name, what’s that, John?” I cried.
“Obviously a human being, this time,” he said quietly.
“Come on. Let’s go down.” We went downstairs, and saw a group of servants huddled in the hall, and talking
in frightened whispers.
“What’s all this about?” demanded John.
“We do not know, sir,” replied the boy Elias.
“Where’s your master?”
“He has not returned yet.”
We discussed what should be done, and decided to wait until Ananda returned. About twenty minutes later, we
heard the approach of hurried footsteps, and Ananda burst into the hall, dusty and perspiring.
“Did you hear that cry?” he asked us. “I heard it while going round the estate, and rushed back to pick up some
servants and go to investigate.”
“We heard it all right,” replied John. “Where did it come from, do you think?”
“It is difficult to judge distances by sound on these still nights,” he said. “It was certainly not on the estate. It
might be anything from a quarter to one mile away. You two had better come with me. Let us take my car and go
up the main road. The cry seemed to come from that direction. Elias, bring my double-barreled gun and some
S.G.\fn{Standard gage.} cartridges. Ask the driver to bring the car.”
“I hope Leela has not been alarmed,” I said with some anxiety.
“I don’t think so,” replied Ananda. “She has not been able to sleep well lately, and the doctor has prescribed a
sleeping draught which she takes every night. However, I shall go up and see.” He returned in a few minutes and
announced with relief that she was sleeping soundly.
We crowded into his Hillman, the three of us behind, and Elias and another servant in front with the driver, and
started off.
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“I did to want to worry you with our little troubles on your short holiday, Ratsinghe,” Ananda remarked as we
went. “But as you happen to be here, I might tell you that there have been some queer happenings in this area
lately. I only hope that the cry we heard does not mean that another tragedy has occurred. I sincerely hope you can
be of some help to us in unraveling these mysteries.”
“I shall of course be delighted to do what I can,” said John and was about to question him further, when he
cried out to the driver to stop. We had gone only about a quarter of a mile. Ananda jumped out of the car and went
to the drain by the road and peered into it. We followed him, and saw a huddled form, lying in the drain. Ananada
pulled an electric torch out of his pocket, and switched on the light. We saw the body of a young man lying on his
side.
“I thought I saw something in the drain. That is why I stopped the car,” he explained.
We gently turned the body over, and found that the man was dead. The throat was severely mangled, and the
face was convulsed in a look of dreadful fear. There appeared to be no other injuries.
“We heard a pack of jackals,” I said. “I wonder whether they are responsible for this.”
“It is possible,” Ananda replied. “There are a lot of jackals about just now. They seem to be famished, and are
much bolder than usual.”
“There are no other injuries except on the throat,” John observed.
“Remember this is by the roadside,” said Ananda. “The jackals may have been frightened away by some sound
they heard. I know this boy. He is called Bempy, and he lived with his parents about a mile further on. Will you
wait here, while I go in the car and bring the police inspector, and also inform the parents?”
John and I agreed, and Ananda went off on his errand.
“Well, well,” said John. “We are now in the thick of things.”
He stopped over the body and examined it carefully. He was clearly puzzled, but refused to express any
opinion. Soon Ananda returned accompanied by a police officer, two constables and an old villager.
“This is sub-inspector Edirisinghe,” Ananda introduced his companion. “Edirisinghe, these gentlemen are Mr.
Richard Perera and Mr. John Ratisinghe, who are staying with me for the weekend.
We shook hands.
While the inspector examined the body, Ananda called up the old man.
“This is the boy’s father,” he informed us. “Silindu, tell us what you know.”
“Aiyo! Sir,” said Silindu, in a broken voice, “I know nothing. Bempy was a witness in an assault case, and
went this morning to the Indura magistrate’s court to give evidence. As you know, it is about fifteen miles away. I
was not worried that he was getting late to return. I thought he might stay at Indura for the night and return in the
morning.”
“Did you not hear a cry?” asked John.
“Yes. I did, but did not pay much attention to it. I was thunderstruck, when Livera Hamu came and told us that
Bempy was lying injured.”
“I am afraid he is dead, Silindu,” said Ananda gently.
“Not … not like the others?” faltered old Silindu.
“We are not sure,” said Ananda. “But it may be so, Silindu.” The old man broke into loud lamentation. “ Aiyo!
Aiyo! Is there no way to save us from this curse? We shall all have to leave the village and go far away.”
The inspector, having finished his examination of the body, came up to us.
“I shall want your statements, gentlemen,” he said. “I shall leave a P.C.\fn{ Police Constable.} on guard here. The
doctor will come early in the morning, and the inquest will be held later in the day. I shall notify you the time as
soon as possible.”
It was now nearly 1 A.M. I, for one, was very glad to tumble into bed when we got back.
*
I confess, with some shame, that I slept soundly and dreamlessly, haunted by no nightmare visions of vampires
or other monsters. I was awakened by a loud knock at my door, and Elias came in with a steaming cup of tea and
a cheerful smile on his face.
“What time is it?” I asked sleepily.
“Are the others up yet?”
“I have taken a cup of tea to Mr. Ratsinghe. Master went out early, to be present when the doctor examined the
body of poor Bempy.”
“What do the village people say about these deaths, Elias? I understand there were three other similar deaths
earlier.”
“They first thought it was some wild animal. But now many say that it is the Riri Yakka. They are preparing to
perform a thoila ceremony to appease the demon.”
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He left my tea and went out. Just then John came into my room. He was dressed, and puffing vigorously at a
Jaffna.
“John,” I said, “Elias has been telling me that the people think the Riri Yakka has caused these deaths and that
they are preparing to perform a thoila. You remember, Leela also said something about this in her letter. What
exactly is the Riri Yakka?”
“The Riri Yakka in Ceylon corresponds in many respects to the vampire legend of Central Europe and the Balkans. The ancient verses, referring to this demon, say that he was the son of a king of a land to the south of Lanka
and a Yakkini called Lethali. When he grew up, his craving for human blood was so insatiable that he appeared
before the Lord of the Demons and demanded permission to satisfy his lust. This was granted, and since then he
has ranged this land picking his victims from time to time, now here, now there. He is supposed to have the power
of taking eighteen different forms, one of which, it is interesting to note, is that of a bat a span and six inches in
size. The verses also prescribe the thoila ceremony to appease and exorcise the demon. It is no surprise to me that
the villagers should ascribe these deaths to the Riri Yakka.”
I was soon dressed, and we went down. Leela was already down and we went into breakfast. She was looking
pale and ill.
“Richard,” she said, “I have heard all about what happened last night.” She began to cry quietly. “When will
this nightmare end? Mr. Ratsinghe, you must, you must help us.”
“I know what a strain it must be for you, Mrs. Livera,” John said gently. “But please be brave. Everyone is
doing his best, and I promise you that I shall do all in my power.”
“Forgive me for breaking down,” she said with greater composure. “Please count on my help, too, Mr. Ratsinghe, if there is anything I can do. It is a great comfort to have you both here at this time.”
“That’s the right spirit, Leela,” I returned, assuming a cheerfulness I was far from feeling. “You can count on
John.”
“What delicious hoppers,”\fn{Grasshoppers.} remarked John. “I prefer hoppers to anything else for breakfast.
Mrs. Livera, I’ll tell you the best way to eat them: you must have them with butter, cheese, sambol and plantains.”
“What a mixture!” laughed Leela. “But I shall certainly try your recipe.” We all did, and found it excellent. But
I noticed John looking at my cousin from time to time with a slightly puzzled frown. When we had finished
breakfast, he spoke to her in a casual tone.
“By the way, Mrs. Livera, you look very pale and ill. Besides my other qualifications I am something of a physician as well. Besides the worry you must naturally be feeling, are you ill in any way?”
“I don’t think so,” she said doubtfully. “The doctor says there is nothing the matter with me. My nerves are in
pieces owing to these troubles, and I cannot sleep well at nights. The doctor has given me a sleeping draught, but
sometimes I have hardly the strength to get out of bed in the morning. I feel so weak. And then, there are some
tiresome insects from whose bites I have been suffering lately, even the mosquito net does not seem to keep them
out. My throat is still sore with their bites.”
John stiffened into sudden interest.
“Throat,” he said. “May I have a look?”
Leela obediently bent back her head, and John, rising from his chair, stooped over her, and closely examined
what appeared to me to look like some slightly inflamed marks of an insect bite. He came back to his seat without
a word, and his face had a strangely drawn and haggard look.
“I wonder if you mind my smoking one of my cigars?” he asked. “It is an incurably bad habit of mine, Mrs.
Livera.”
“Not at all,” she replied. “My father used to smoke them continually.”
“Oh, there’s Ananda,” said Leela, as we heard footsteps in the hall. “Come along, Ananda, and have some
breakfast.”
“You lazy people,” said Ananda to John and me, taking a seat and helping himself to a hopper. “I was up at six
and went to the autopsy. There were no other injuries besides that on the throat. The jugular vein had been severed. The inquest is at ten. Both of you are wanted by the inspector. I told him I would bring you along.”
*
John was in a thoughtful mood, and spoke very little. We went to the inquest. The Inquirer\fn{ The Judicial Inquirer. An inquest is a form of judicial inquiry; hence the title .} into the sudden deaths was a small, elderly man called Weerasinghe. The proceedings did not take long. Ananda, John and I gave evidence briefly: we mentioned the cry we
heard, the discovery of the body, and the information given to the Inspector. We added that we had also heard the
howling of a pack of jackals. The Inspector and Silindu also gave evidence.
The doctor, the local D.M.O.,\fn{District Medical Officer; all of these are English abbreviations .} stated that he examined
the body, and found injuries on the throat; the jugular vein had been severed. The injuries seemed to have been
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caused by the teeth of some animal. There were no other injuries.
The Inquirer, in his finding, held that death was caused by some wild animal, probably a jackal. He called up
the inspector.
“This is very unsatisfactory, Inspector. This is the fourth death that has occurred in the past three months under
similar circumstances. The precise cause of these deaths has not been discovered, and no effective steps have been
taken, as far as I can see, to prevent such happenings in the future.”
“We are doing all we can,” replied the Inspector. “We are organizing nightly patrols. The S.P.\fn{ Sub-Inspector of
Police.} has sent a number of P.C.s\fn{Police Constables} who, with village volunteers, will patrol the village every
night. We have also offered a reward for every jackal that is destroyed. I think, sir, there will be no more of these
deaths.”
“I hope not,” replied the Inquirer.
We started on our way back.
John was in one of his silent moods. Only once John roused himself to ask Ananda: “Let me see—today is Saturday, full-moon is on Monday. Have you observed that the other deaths occurred about full-moon time?”
Ananda thought for a moment.
“Why, now that I come to think of it, I believe they did,” he replied in surprise. “What made you ask?”
“Just an idea,” said John, and relapsed into silence. We returned in time for lunch. At lunch, Ananda told us:
“The villagers are having a thoila tonight. Something about the Riri Yakka. I think it all rot, of course, but it
may be interesting to see. Would you people like to go?”
“I should like to see it very much,” John said. “And I am sure Richard would, too. I have never seen such a
ceremony before.”
“We shall have to leave about five-thirty,” said Ananda. The thoila starts at six. It will go on till six in the
morning, but we need not wait all that time.”
We went up to our rooms after lunch. John, pleading a headache, did not come down for tea.
“All the servants and the estate workers want to go to the thoila,” said Ananda was we set out. “I think they
might go, Leela. I have told Elias to remain in the house. He is, of course, rather disappointed, but it can’t be
helped.” We reached the village, and found most of the inhabitants assembled in an open space.
The headman and old Silindu came up and escorted us to chairs from which we could get a good view of the
ceremony.
“You know all about these ceremonies, Silindu,” said Ananda. “You had better remain and explain everything
to us.”
The old man squatted on the ground, and pointed to a rectangular enclosure surrounded with sticks, decorated
with tender coconut leaves.
“That is the vidiya,” he said, “where the thoila will be performed. And that,” pointing to its entrance, “is the
ile. The large branches you see planted on either side are goraka.”
“What is that?” asked John, pointing to a small platform in one corner of the enclosure.
“That,” said Silindu, “is the pideniya. You will notice a number of jak leaves, folded funnel-wise. They are the
gotu or offerings to the yakka. One contains the blood of a red cock, another five varieties of seeds, the third raw
flesh, the fourth raw fish, the fifth rice, prepared in a special manner, and the sixth sweets. There is also a kingcoconut.”
The villagers, men, women and children, squatted expectantly all around the enclosure. Soon, with much din
and hubbub, the kattadiya entered the vidiya. He was dressed in a red cloth and a red scarf was tied about his
head. He bore in his hands two blazing torches consisting of rags, tied round sticks.
“He is summoning the Riri Yakka,” explained Silindu. “While doing so, he has to turn to the eight points of the
compass.”
I looked about me.
It was a scene I shall not easily forget. In the distance, the deep shadows of night, dappled with moonlight; closer the strong light of the torches, shining on the eager, absorbed faces of the squatting villagers: the throbbing,
insistent, sinister music of the drums, which mingled horribly with the distant howling of jackals in the jungle; the
grotesque and passionate dancing of the kattadiya; and, dominating all, the rise and fall of his chanting voice.
After some time, the chant subtly changed in tone to an incantation.
“He is now muttering the mantara, requesting the yakka to accept the offerings, and spare the people of this
village,” explained Silindu.
We listened for a while longer, when Ananda glanced at his watch. “It is nearly ten,” he said. “I think we might
slip away. The thoila will go on till morning.”
We made our way quietly to our car, bidding Silindu and the headman good-bye.
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“I hope our troubles will now be at an end,” said Leela. “Mr. Ratsinghe, do you believe that such ceremonies
can be effective?”
“Why not?” said John. “I am not modern enough to despise these old customs. After all, what people have believed in and practiced through the ages must have some justification. But, of course,” he added with a smile, “a
lot will naturally depend on whether the Riri Yakka is the real culprit.”
We sat down to a cold dinner. John, who had regained his cheerfulness, talked entertainingly on a variety of
subjects. He studiously avoided any reference to the one subject that was really obsessing our minds. After dinner,
Ananda called Elias whose disappointed and crestfallen air we had all observed with some amusement, and said:
“Elias, you may go to the thoila now if you like.”
*
I was awakened next morning by a thumping at my door, and Ananda burst in.
“Richard,” he cried, “something terrible has happened. Poor Elias … like the others.”
“What?” I shouted, springing out of my bed. “What’s that you say?”
“Laborers, coming to work this morning, discovered the body of Elias under some bushes on the land. They
came running here and gave me the information.”
“Have you told John?”
“Yes.”
I quickly got into some clothes. John was also ready, and we went to the scene guided by one of the laborers
who had discovered the body. At one end of the estate, away from the main road, the body was lying under some
bushes. This part of the property adjoined Crown jungle and was rather isolated. The injuries were the same as
those on Bempy. We stood, looking sadly at the body. Elias had been a cherry lad and, from the little I saw, an
efficient and willing servant. Ananda was obviously very moved.
John suddenly bent down, and looked long and earnestly at the face. He got up with a grunt, but said nothing.
Reverently we covered the corpse with a cloth and retraced our steps to the house in silence.
“I do not know how to break the news to Leela,” said Ananda.
“She will be terribly sorry.”
“Leave it to me,” replied John curtly. “Ananda, ring up the police, and also inform the boy’s parents.”
As Ananda went off to carry out these requests, Leela came downstairs. She looked from one of us to the other
quickly and said: “Is there anything wrong?”
“Mrs. Livera, please come here,” said John, taking her gently by the arm. He led her to a sofa in the sittingroom. I followed them, but remained discreetly in the background.
“You remember you promised me to be brave,” he remained her. “I know that you will keep that promise. It is
the only way you can help me.”
“I shall try to,” she responded, with trembling lips. “Tell me what has happened.”
“Elias has been found dead. Like the others. I am desperately sorry this has happened, Mrs. Livera. But I
promise you that this is the end. I swear to you by all that is holy that this curse shall cease.”
I looked curiously at John. Never before had I seen in him such deadly earnest; never before had he said such a
thing, while he was still working on a case. His face was lined and haggard, and his mouth was set in a hard line.
“Mrs. Ratsinghe,” said Leela. “I trust you implicitly. I shall do whatever you say.”
“Thank you,” said John, his face relaxing.
“I would only ask you to continue to trust me. Do not be surprised at anything I may say or do: just fall in line
with any suggestions I may make.”
That Sunday was a sad day for us all. The inquiry was held without delay, as well as the autopsy and the
inquest. The body of poor Elias was handed over to his relations that evening for burial. At dinner Ananda told us:
“I am organizing a jackal hunt for tomorrow morning. I shall see that none of those foul beasts are left in the
jungles round here. Would you two like to come?”
“Richard always enjoys a hunt,” replied John. “I do not shoot but I shall gladly come with you.”
Next morning we were out at dawn. Ananda had mobilized his laborers and a number of villagers to act as
beaters. He lent me a gun and we all walked together into the jungle that lay behind the estate.
“The jackals are not likely to break cover into the estate,” Ananda informed us. “There is fairly open scrub
land on the other side of this jungle belt. Richard and I will take up our stand at suitable points. The beaters will
give us fifteen minutes to get there, and then start beating from this end.”
We walked briskly through the jungle and, in about fifteen minutes, emerged into fairly open, scrub country.
There Ananda asked one of his men to lead me to a certain point, while he himself went off in the opposite
direction.
I soon reached the place that had been indicated to me, and took up my stand behind some bushes. John, who
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had attached himself to me, made himself comfortable on the ground and lit one of his Jaffnas.
Bnefore long I heard the sound of the beaters in the distance, advancing through the jungle. A slight rustle on
the fringe of the thick undergrowth attracted my attention. Two jackals broke cover, and with a right and left I got
both. Soon I heard two shots from Ananda.
As the beaters approached us, two more jackals trotted out. I bagged them both. I heard two more shots from
Ananda’s direction. I saw five or six more beasts break cover, but they were too far away, and I did not fire.
Eventually the beaters emerged from the jungle, and were delighted when the saw the four animals stretched out
on the ground.
“You have done well, sir,” said one. “Let us go and see how Ananda hamu has got on.”
We went in the direction of Ananda, and saw him coming towards us.
“I got three of them,’ he shouted. “What about you?”
“I bagged four,” I replied with pardonable pride.
As for me, I had far more fun, watching a hawk wheeling in the sky,” remarked John. “I expect he is waiting
impatiently for our departure, to start his breakfast on one of the jackals.”
As we returned through the forest, John suddenly uttered a cry of pain. We all stopped. He held up his left hand
and we saw a few drops of blood trickling down a finger. “I brushed my hand against some sharp thorns,” he said.
Ananda looked concerned. “My dear fellow,” he said, “some of these thorns are poisonous. Let me suck out
the wound.’ He applied his lips to the injury. There,” he said. “It will be all right now. Just dab it with a little
iodine when we get back.’ John swayed as though he were dizzy.
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
“I feel rather faint,” he muttered. “Let’s rest for a few minutes.
He sat down on a fallen tree trunk, and we stood by, lighting cigarettes.
“Don’t tell me you are one of those people who faint at the sight of a few drops of blood,” bantered Ananda.
I must confess that I blushed for my friend.
“Probably a touch of the sun,” I hastened to explain. “John is not much of an out-of-doors man, you know.”
After a few minutes, John declared that he felt better, and we returned without further mishap.
At lunch, John took us all by surprise.
“I had forgotten all about some rather important work I have in Colombo. I am awfully sorry, I shall have to
run up there today. There is nothing much I can do here at present, in any case. I should think that the patrols that
have been organized, and your destruction of the jackals, to say nothing of the thoila, should have the desired
effect. If there is any further trouble, Livera, please let me know and I shall come at once.”
There was a look of dismay on Leela’s face, but she said nothing, no doubt remembering her promise to John
earlier.
“If you must go, I suppose it cannot be helped,” said Ananda. “But we were hoping you would stay a little
longer. I can, of course, see your point that perhaps it is a stalemate at the moment. I shall certainly let you both
know if there are any further developments.”
“Don’t you think, Ananda, that it will be a good thing for Leela to get away from here for a short holiday. She
does not seem well, and these happenings are obviously affecting her nerves,” I ventured.
“I quite agree with you,” said Ananda. To my utter surprise, John seemed to be displeased at my suggestion.
“I think it would be better for her to remain,” he said. “At least for the present. If she went away now, she
would probably worry far more than if she were here. Later she might consider it, if necessary.”
I said nothing, though I could not help feeling that the reason he advanced was rather weak.
We set out soon after lunch. I was bursting with curiosity, but knew by experience that it was no use
questioning John, until he chose to explain. When we had gone about thirty miles, he suggested we should turn
into the nearest rest-house.
“I thought you wanted to get to Colombo as soon as possible,” I said.
“Oh, there is no hurry,” he replied airily. There was a rest-house a few miles further on. When he got there,
John calmly asserted that he would like a siesta, and asked the boy to take out our bags.
“You are a most exasperating fellow, John,” I said. “Why on earth do you take a delight in all this mystery, I
cannot understand.”
“For the good reason, Richard,” he replied gravely, “that I don’t know myself what is going to happen. I am
taking a great risk, and making a dangerous experiment.”
After that there was nothing more I could say. I stretched myself on a lounge-chair on the verandah, and tried
to read a book. My mind, however, was seething with doubts and speculations, and I could not at all concentrate
on what I was reading.
About four, John emerged from his room, looking indecently cheerful, and refreshed. We had our tea and went
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for a stroll along the beach. I was in a fever of excitement, and though John tried to keep up a conversation, I was
in no mood for small talk. He, too, soon lapsed into silence.
After dinner, we sat about for some time pretending to read the evening papers. I could see John looking at his
watch from time to time.
Suddenly he got up. “Ten-thirty,” he said. “People go to bed early in the country.” He paid the bill, the bags
were put back into the car, and we started off.
“Tell the driver to turn back, Richard,” he said. “We are returning to Mahahena.”
When we reached Mahahena, he ordered the car to draw up to the side of the road, about a quarter-mile from
the entrance to Mahahena Estate. He opened his bag and took out of it an electric torch and a short rubber
truncheon.
“I never carry a revolver,” he observed. “I find this much more useful.”
The driver was asked to put out the car lights, and await our return.
“Come on, Richard, he said.
We entered the estate, and, avoiding the drive, approached the house.
“I noticed a ladder in this out-house,” he whispered. “We shall need it.”
We found the ladder, and I shouldered it.
We then stealthily drew up to the house. There was, fortunately, no one about.
“Out patrolling, no doubt,” John said laconically.
We moved round the house, John scanning the windows of the rooms upstairs carefully. Suddenly he stopped,
and motioned to me to place the ladder against the wall. He ascended first, and I followed. When he reached the
window, opposite which the ladder had been placed, he fumbled with it, and it opened, with a slight click. He put
his leg over the sill, and dropped soundlessly into the room. I followed, and found that we were in Leela’s
bedroom.
She was in bed and here rhythmic breathing showed that she was fast asleep. John looked about, and seeing a
curtain, which screened a wall-cupboard, beckoned to me, and we both concealed ourselves behind it. After a time
we heard footsteps. John stiffened and put his hand on my arm. I heard the door open quietly, and the footsteps
advance into the room. There was a pause, and then a slight gurgling sound. John flung the curtain aside, and
sprang forward. I caught a glimpse of a figure bending over the bed.
It turned its head, and my hair stood on end as I saw the face of Ananda in the moonlight. His lips were curled
in a snarl and his mouth was dabbed in blood. John brought his rubber truncheon down on his head with a thud,
and he collapsed in a heap on the floor. John bent for a moment over the still sleeping form of Leela.
“She had not taken much harm,” he said with relief.
He searched about the bed. “Ah, I thought so,” he said, picking up something and putting it in his pocket.
“Come, Richard, help me to carry him to his room.”
I took Ananda by the shoulders, John took him by the legs, and we carried him to his room and laid him on his
bed.
John sat down in a chair, pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his face. I noticed idly that it was steaming
with sweat. He then extracted a cigar from his pocket and lighted it. I stood by benumbed and dazed, my mind in
a whirl of confusion. Ananda was breathing stertorously.
After a few minutes he groaned and sat up. He glanced at us wildly, and passing his hand over his face, looked
at it. It was stained with blood. Some realization of the position must then have dawned on him. He buried his
head in his arms and sobbed bitterly.
It is a terrible thing to see a man crying. After a while, the sobbing ceased, and Ananda looked up at John.
“I suppose you know all,” he said in a strangled voice.
“Not all,” John said gently, “but a great deal. How did you get this craving for human blood?”
He thought for a moment.
“I was once after a wild buffalo,” he began. “I shot it after a long and tiring stalk. While the shikaris went to
cut a pole on which to sling the head, I took out my hunting knife to sever the animal’s head. As I cut, the blood
began to pour out. I was very thirsty. More in fun than otherwise, I drank some of it. It seemed to me delicious.
After that, whenever I was not observed, I used to drink the warm, fresh blood of animals.
“Once when I was shooting alone in the jungle, I saw a lad picking firewood. An overwhelming impulse seized
me. I caught him in my arms, and buried my teeth in his throat. It was soon over.”
“You were responsible for all these deaths here?”
“After we returned that night, I thought of taking my usual round, to see that everything was all right. You
remember I had given Elias permission to go to the thoila. As I went out I saw him going. Again the craving came
over me. I knew that there was no one about, as the others were all at the thoila.”
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“And now,” said John with some hesitation, “about your wife?” Ananda covered his face with his hands.
“Oh, it was terrible,” he moaned. “I loved her passionately, and often when the craving was on me, I thought of
shooting myself, rather than doing her the smallest harm. But I was careful not to hurt her much … only a few
drops of blood.”
“You used a needle in her case, didn’t you? I found this on her bed.” John pulled a needle out of his pocket.
“Yes.” Ananda raised his head with sudden resolution.
“And now,” he said, “there is only one thing to be done. Please ring up the police.”
John rose slowly from his chair and placed his hand on his shoulder.
“There is another way, Livera,” he said. “There are others to be considered in this matter. You are a big game
hunter. Sometimes it is a dangerous sport.”
When we reached Colombo I dropped John at his bungalow and went home.
*
Two days later, when I opened the morning paper, a headline caught my attention.

DEATH OF WELL-KNOWN SPORTSMAN!

Information has just been received of the tragic death of the well-known
sportsman, Mr. Ananda Livera. It would appear that he went out after a
rogue elephant. Although he fired a number of shots at the beast, none
of them succeeded in bringing the elephant down. The animal is then
said to have charged him and crushed him to death. ------------------------

I called for my car and, taking the paper, rushed to John’s bungalow.
“Sit down, Richard,” he said calmly. He settled back in his chair and carefully lighted his Jaffna. “And now,
for the long-due explanations I owe you.
“When I read Mrs. Livera’s letter to you, I was very interested. Clearly this was a case out of the ordinary. I
kept my mind open, however, even to possibilities of the supernatural. The three deaths that had taken place earlier could hardly yield any really valuable data, but we were fortunate in the occurrence of a case on our very first
night at Mahahena.
“The death of Bempy shortly after the howling of the pack of jackals provided a complication. I had to consider seriously the possibility that, after all, the jackals had been responsible for these deaths. The fact, however,
that the body was not eaten at all was significant. I can hardly imagine a ravenous pack of jackals behaving like
that. The explanation that they may have been frightened away before they started feeding was rather weak. But
the strongest point was the absence of blood, although the jugular vein had been severed. It would appear then,
that whatever cause the death, it was not likely that the jackals did so, and that it was some creature that only
drank the blood. What we knew about the previous cases confirmed this view.
“Now, what is the animal that does this? The vampire bat is supposed to, but no bat could have caused deaths
like these. I began to wonder whether the vampire or Riri Yakka of the legends was really abroad at Mahahena.
But I was loath to accept any such theory, if a natural explanation was at all possible. It struck me that there were
still probably human beings who ate human flesh. Why should there not be human beings who drank human
blood? If that were so, then a rational explanation was possible, without the need for any supernatural trappings.
“I then set about considering who it might be. The so-called insect bites on Mrs. Livera’s throat helped to
narrow the field greatly. When I examined the “bites,” it was clear that they were not cause by any insect; they
looked rather like the punctures caused by the needle of a hypodermic syringe. Her paleness and weakness were
indications of loss of blood. It was not too far-fetched to think that her condition was not unconnected with the
other happenings.
“It was then someone connected with Mrs. Livera, and having access to her. My suspicions began to turn in the
direction of Ananda. He was out at the time Bempy died, remember; he also had the easiest access to Mrs. Livera,
particularly at night. Remember further that she was taking sleeping draughts, and would not know what had
happened.
“Elias’s death still further confirmed these suspicions. I looked at his face closely, because I saw there, not the
appearance of fear we noticed on the face of Bermpy, but one rather of wonder. It was possible to think that his
assailant was one he knew well.
“My suspicions became certainty at the jackal hunt. I deliberately gashed my finger, to try a little experiment.
It worked, Richard. You did not notice, but I did, that when he sucked out the blood from the wound, he did not
spit it out. Rather strange, especially as he had just told us that the thorns might be poisonous. I also saw the look
of gloating on his face as he sucked out the blood. I was now certain, and the certainty was horrible. It is that
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which made me feel faint.
“What was I to do? I had to bring home the guilt to him, and that quickly. If I taxed him with it, he would
probably have denied the charge flatly, and I had no means of proving it. I had to catch him in the act. It was here
that I took a grave risk. I deliberately used Mrs. Livera as a decoy. Monday was full-moon day. I elicited the fact
that these attacks occurred during this time. The moon, Richard, affects some people, and animals, as we know.
Well, the craving was likely to be still strong in Ananda. He could scarcely look abroad, as everything was now on
the qui vive,\fn{Alert} and the area was being patrolled.
“But Mrs. Livera still remained. You know what happened after that.”
289.1 Excerpt from The Truth Of Anatta: “Aspects Of Reality As Taught By Theravada Buddhism”\fn{by
Malamulla Village, nr. Panadura, Kalutara District, Western Province, Sri
Lanka (M) 11

Gunapala Piyasens Malalasekera (1899-1973)}

In regard to the question “What is ultimate reality?” the different schools of philosophy or systems of thought
seem to fall into two main divisions.
Some of them say that the ultimate reality is one; they believe in a permanent unity behind all the variety and
change of the world. They are the monists, theists, animists, eternalists, traditionalists, fideists, dogmatists,
ontologists, realists, idealists, and energists.
All these schools, though distinct among themselves and even opposed to each other on many points, nevertheless have this in common: They accept an ultimate reality as an entity in the metaphysical sense, whether that
entity be called substance, or soul, or God, or force or categorical necessity, or whatever other name may yet be
invented.
They may be said to follow a subjective method, molding reality on concepts; hence theirs is mostly a method
of conjecture.
The other schools say, some of them not very explicitly but still implicitly in their doctrines, that the ultimate
reality is plural. They follow an objective method, molding their conceptions on observations. They generally
deny a unity behind or within nature’s plurality.
These are the dualists, pluralists, atheists, nominalists, relativists, rationalists, positivists, phenomenalists,
annihilationists, occasionalists, transformists, progressivists, materialists, and so on.
Here again, all these schools, though differing among themselves on many points, have this in common: they
reject a metaphysical entity.
*
Now, what is the place of Buddhism among these different “-isms”?
The answer is that it does not belong to either group. The ultimate reality of the phenomena in the universe—
the chief phenomenon around which all others centre being the “I”, the self—is, according to Buddhism, neither
plural, nor one, but none.
In religion and philosophy, as well as in metaphysics, the words “real” and “reality” express more than one
aspect of things: the actual as opposed to the fictitious; the essential as opposed to the accidental; the absolute or
unconditioned as opposed to the relative or conditioned; the objectively valid as opposed to the ideal or the
imagined; that which ultimately and irreducibly is opposed to that which by means of various names signifies the
mind’s stock of knowledge. It must be admitted that in the suttras, or discourses, attributed to the Buddha, we do
not find any terms exactly corresponding to “real” and “reality,” but all the above antitheses do occur, and find
expression in a variety of ways.
The Buddha's teachings are more deeply and directly concerned with truth and the pragmatic importance of
things, more with what might be called “spiritual health”, than with theories. There are certain facts regarding
spiritual health, however, about which it is necessary to have right views in order that action may be taken accordingly.
These are the actualities; other things are of very much less value. The true is, therefore, the actual, that which
is; it is expressed by the Pali word sacca (Sanskrit, satya), which means “the fact” or “the existent.”
*
It must always be borne in mind that Buddhism is primarily a way of life and, therefore, that it is with the hu man personality that it is almost wholly concerned. Various metaphors are used to describe the essential nature of
the personality;\fn{E.g., “to regard the body as something of worth would be like taking frescoes to be real persons”; or, “as
one would view a bubble, as one would view a mirage, so should the world be looked at”; or, again, “the world is like a
dream”} they are meant not so much to indicate the ontological unreality of objects and sense impressions (like the

maya, or illusion, which we come across in the Vedanta) as to express a repudiation of permanence, a sense of
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happy security, a super-phenomenal substance or soul underlying them. They are also meant as a deprecation of
any genuine, satisfying value in spritual life to be found either in “the pride of life” or in the lust of the world.
At the time of the Buddha there were in India views similar both to those of the Parmenidean school of Greater
Greece—that the universe is a plenum\fn{ Assembly} of fixed, permanent existents—and to that other extreme
held by Gorgias and the Sophists, that nothing is. In all things the Buddha’s teachings represent what he terms the
Middle Way (majjhima patipada), and here, too, he formulated the doctrine of the golden mean, the theory of conditioned or causal becoming, the most succinct statement of which is to be found in the Samytta-Nikaya:
Everything is: this, O Kaccayana, is one extreme;
everything is not: this, O Kaccayana, is the second extreme.

The Tathagata (that being the term which the Buddha used when speaking of himself), not accepting these two
extremes, preaches his doctrine of the Middle Way.
The followers of the first extreme were known to the Buddha as eternalists (sassatavdino). Some of them stuck
to the old sacrificial religion which promised blissful existence in heaven after death. Others favoured a monistic
view of the universe and believed in the attainment of a supreme bliss which coisisted in the dissolution of personality in an impersonal, all-embracing Absolute. There were others who held the idea of an eternal, individual
soul, which, after many existences, would return to its genuine condition of free spirit as a result of accumulated
merit. These various views are described in the Brahmajala Sutta of the Digha-Nikaya.\fn{Its first discourse}
It is interesting to note from these descriptions that the various schools of idealism, which later appeared in the
West, had their counterpart in the India of the Buddha—e. g., subjective idealism, which holds that it is the “I”
alone which exists, all the rest being a modification of my mind; or the objective idealism which holds that all, including the “I”, are mere manifestations of the Absolute; or again, the absolute idealism of Hegel which informs
us that only the relation between the subject and object is real.
All these varieties of idealism the Buddha held to be “painful, ignoble, and leading to no good, because of their
being intent upon self-mortification.” Idealism. according the Buddha, has but one reality—that of thought—and
strives for but one end—the liberation of the thinking self. Addiction to self-mortification is merely the practical
side of the speculations of idealism, in which the “self” is sublimated with the natural conse quence that the “self”
must be liberated from matter; the “soul” must be freed from the bonds of the body. The passions of the body
must be subdued even by force; body becomes the eternal enemy of the spirit, to be overcome by prayer and fasting and other austerities.
The followers of the second extreme, who denied any survival of the individual after death or any retribution
for moral and immoral deeds, the Buddha called annihilationists (ucchedavadino). The annihilationists, too, or, as
they came to be called here later, the materialists, had many varieties of belief in ancient India, Some, like the
Epicureans, denied any external agency as the cause of matter and maintained that the highest good was pleasure.
Others, very much in the manner of Hobbes or Comte or John Stuart Mill, held that only the sensuous could be an
object of knowledge. But all of them saw only one origin, matter, and strove only for one end, material well-be ing.
Increase of comfort, said the Buddha, only leads to desire for still more, and the desire for more leads and will
always lead to conflict and conquest. He, therefore, condemned materialism as “despicable, vulgar, ordinary, base,
and leading to no good.”
*
In the Buddha’s view, both idealism and materialism, though theoretically opposed, converge both in their
starting-point and in their goal, for
self is their beginning and satisfaction their end.

Between these two extremes, therefore, of materialistic self-indulgence and idealistic self-denial, not as a com prise, but, “avoiding both,” the Buddha formulated the Middle Way, “the way of knowledge and wisdom”, not in
the wavering of speculation, or in the excitement of discussion, but
in tranquillity of mind and penetrative insight, leading to enlightenment and deliverance, enlightenment
with regard to the real nature of things and deliverance from suffering and its cause.

In following the middle course the Buddha borrowed from the eternalists their doctrine of the gradual accumulation of spiritual merit in a series of existences, but rejected their doctrine of an eternal spiritual principle. He saw
contradiction in assuming an eternal, pure, spiritual principle which for incomprehensible reasons became
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polluted with the filth of mundane existence only to revert later to original purity.
With the annihilationists he denied every permanent principle.
The Buddha’s originality consisted in denying substantiality altogether and converting the world process into a
progression of discrete, evanescent elements. His position was not an easy one, because he had also to find a theoretical basis to establish morality. He was faced with the contradiction of a moral law without a personality on
whom the law was binding, salvation with nobody to reach the goal. How he solved the problem will appear in
the sequel.
The shortest statement of the Buddha’s doctrine is contained in a formula which has come to be regarded as the
Buddhist credo:
Whatsoever things proceed from a cause, the Tathgata has declared the cause thereof; he has explained
their cessation also. This is the doctrine of the Great Recluse.

It declares, in other words, that the Buddha has discovered the elements of existence, their causal connection,
and a method to suppress forever their active efficiency and secure their quiescence. The Buddha claimed that his
was a practical teaching; its object was to show a way of escape from the ever-revolving round of birth-and-death,
which constitutes sarnsara and which is considered a condition of degradation and suffering (dukkha). This way
of escape was meant primarily for human beings.
True to this central conception, therefore, as stated above, the Buddha started with a minute analysis—using
“analysis” in its strictest sense of “dissolution”—of the human being into the elements of which his being is com posed. Analysis has always played a very important part in Buddhist teaching; in fact, one of its names is the doc trine of analysis (vibhajjavada).
In this analysis, the human being was found to consist of two parts, nama and rupa, loosely translated as mind
and matter, rupa representing the physical elements and nama the mental ones. Matter is composed of the four elementary qualities of extension, cohesion, caloricity (tejo),\fn{The physiological ability to develop and maintain bodily
heat} and vibration. The relative qualities of hardness and softness and the cccupation of space are due to the elementary quality of extension (pahavi). It is the element of cohesion (apo) which makes the many parts adhere intrinsically and to one another, and this prevents an aimless scattering about or disintegration, thus giving rise to
the idea of a “body.” Caloricity depends on vibration (vayo), for by increased vibration the temperature rises and
when the temperature is lowered the speed of vibration is reduced; thus do gases liquify and solids solidify.
The mental elements are similarly divided into four groups: feelings or “receptions” ( vedana), ideas or “perceptions” (sanna), what is variously translated as “mental activities” or “complexes” (sankhara), and cognition or
“conception” (vinnana).
Rupa (matter) and these four divisions of nama (mind) are called khandha (aggregates or groups).
The whole, in brief, is an analysis of the “I” or “personality” (sakkaya).
*
The apparently unitary “I” is broken up into a number of layers, somewhat as in a burning flame a number of
layers of colour can be distinguished. But the layers of colour in a flame are not parts laid out after the fashion of
pieces in mosaic, alongside one another; so also is it with the five khandha or groups. They are a continuous, unbroken process of action, of which it is expressly said that they are a burning.
In all of them an arising and a passing away are to be cognized; they are not parts of a whole but forms of ac tion, a process of mental-corporeal “nutrition” or “sustenance,” in which the corporeal as well as the mental forms
of grasping (upddana) fall together into one conceptual unity. They are different modes in which the “I” en-ters
into relation with the external world, lays hold of it, “seizes” it.\fn{ I.e., makes it, even for a moment, a recognize-able
basis of conemplative understanding:H } The relationship is not an immediate relation with the external world in
which a metaphysical “I” is endowed a priori\fn{Reasoning or knowledge proceeding from theoretical deduction rather
than from observation or experience} with the power of cognizing, nor is it the mediate relation of a purely physical
process in which the “I” only builds itself up a posteriori\fn{Reasoning or knowledge proceeding from observations or
experiences to the deduction of probable causes} on the basis of continued experiences.
*
The external world with which the human being comes into relationship is also analyzed into its component el ements. This relationship is one of cognition, and in discussing how this cognition is established mention is made
of cognitive faculties (indriya) and their objects (visaya). There are thus six cognitive faculties or senses—the
senses of vision, audition, smell, taste, touch, and the faculty of intellect or consciousness. Corresponding to these
as objects of cognition are, respectively, colour and shape, sound, odour, savours, tangibles, and non-sensuous objects.
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These twelve factors, the cognitive faculties and their objects, are called ayatanani, or bases of cognition.
The term ayatana means place, sphere, entrance, or point of support, and is used to cover both organ of sense
(internal or ajjhattani ayatananai) and sense object (external or bahirani ayatanani), the meeting of which constitutes cognition (vinnana).
This cognition, which results from the meeting, can be divided into six classes, according to the cognitive faculty concerned and the sense object, such as eye-cognition (cakkhuvinnana), and so on. In the case of the sixth
cognitive faculty (manas), consciousness itself, i. e., its preceding moment, acts as a faculty for apprehending
non-sensuous objects.
The three constituents that comprise a cognition—sense faculty, sense object, and resultant consciousness—are
classified under the name dhatu (element). We thus get eighteen dhatu—the six sense faculties, their six sense objects, and the six varieties of resultant consciousness.
This consciousness is the experience of the unity between concept and object; it is not something that is, but
something that becomes. It is not an object of knowing, but knowing itself, an ever-repeated new becoming, new
upspringing out of its antecedent conditions. As such it resembles what the physicist calls living-force: vital energy. It is formed, enfleshed, in nama-rupa, (mind-form, i. e., mind and body).
*
Mind-form is the antecedent condition of consciousness, on the basis of which the next new upspringing of
consciousness will assume new individual value.
Consciousness is actuality as action, which means something that is not but which, in order to be present, first
must ever spring up anew.
Between mind-form and consciousness exists the same ceaseless, quivering, leaping play which exists among
the ever-repeated, new moments of combustion of a flame and its external shape. Without sufficient cause (anna tra paccaya) no consciousness can arise.
*
Just as for consciousness to be present, it must ever and again spring up anew, similarly the antecedent conditions upon the basis of which it springs up must also be present.
It is from the friction of the living contact of senses with things that consciousness is born. It is thus a process
of nutrition, of grasping, which embraces itself in its grasping, a process of growth, in which one moment is nei ther the same as the next, nor yet another, but in which every moment becomes another, passes into that other, just
as one moment of a flame is neither the same as the next, nor yet another, but becomes the next.
*
The human personality and the external world with which it enters into relationship are thus divided into
khandha, ayatana and dhatu.
The generic name for all three of them is dhamma (plural dhamma)\fn{I have no letter a with a straight line over it,
so I have substituted in this expression an a with a straight line under it, for the duration of this essay in which it is used:H }
which is translated as “element of existence.”
In Buddhism these dhamma are the only ultimate reality.
Broadly speaking, the dhamma are divided into two classes, saakhata (conditioned, i. e., subject to various
conditions) and asankhata (unconditioned). According to Theravada, Nibbana\fn{ Nirvana:H} is the only
asankhata dhamma: all other dhamma are sankhata (conditioned).
The sankhata (conditioned dhamma) have four salient characteristics: they are non-substantial (anatta),
evanescent (anicca), in a beginningless state of commotion (dukkha), and have quiescence only in a final cessation (nirodha).
*
It must always be recalled that the basic idea of this analysis is a moral one. Buddhism is defined as a religion
which teaches defilement and its purification (sankilesa and vodana). Purification or salvation lies in Nibbana or
nirodha,\fn{Nirvana:H} which is cessation from samsara. Thus, when the elements of being are analyzed, they are
divided into purifying and defiling elements, good and bad (sasava and anasava), propitious to salvation and
averse to it (kusala and akusala). Purifying, good, and propitious factors are those elements, those moral factors,
that lead to Nibbana; their opposites lead to or encourage samsara.
*
This analysis was part of the Buddha’s attempt to find answers to the great, primary questions which lie at the
bottom of every religious system, which form the seed of religious development, upon the answer to which de pends the nature of any religious philosophy—such questions as: Whence am I? Whither do I go? What happens
to me after death? How do I know myself? How does this world enter into me, into my consciousness?
To the Buddha’s way of thinking, all these questions have one great fallacy, that of begging the question, peti88

tio principii.\fn{A fallacy in which a conclusion is taken for granted in the premises } His view was that there should be
another question prior to all these inquiries, upon which depends the very possibility of further questioning,
namely:
Is there anything at all which deserves the designation “I”?
Here was a problem which the Buddha felt could not be solved by argument or mere logic ( atakkavacara), for,
in logic, one has to presuppose the reality of the thinking subject as standing outside the process of thinking, as a
witness or, rather, as a judge. Only one kind of logic, he said, could help here: the logic of events, because it is be yond sophistry; actuality can be understood not by argument but by analysis (yoniso manasikara).
As a result of such analysis, the Buddha discovered that the individual, conventionally called “I” or the “self,”
is a mass of physical and psychical elements without any permanent entity behind them to keep them together,
without any “soul” inhering in them, the elements themselves being a mere flux ( santana), a continuity of
changes.\fn{Later defined as “stream”:H}
In postulating a mythical, unchanging entity as the possessor of changing qualities, one merely assumes, he
said, the existence of that which has to be proved. The conviction that men hold that, though thought and actions
change, the thinker and the doer remain the same, was a delusion, for it is exactly by thought that we change our
minds, by actions that we change our lives. Actions cannot exist apart from the doer, cannot exist freely as such. If
the action changes, the so-called actor must change at the same instant. Thus, the “I” must be identified with ac tion. It is only the “I” which can walk and sit and think and eat and sleep. But that “I” is not a permanent, un changing entity; it is identified with the action and is the action itself, and thus changes with the action.
“I” cannot stay at home while “I” go out for a walk.
It is the conventional language (sammuti) which has spoiled the purity of conception (paramattha—ultimate
sense, the supreme-thing-meant), though, in some cases, language does remain pure enough, as when we say, “It
rains.” Who rains? Simply, it rains, meaning, there is rain.
Likewise, the concept should not be: “I think,” but “There is thinking.”
This is the teaching which came to be known as the doctrine of anatta.
*
In this doctrine, the Buddha went counter to the three main systems of philosophy that were current in India in
his [day: the teaching of the Upanisads, of the Jainas, and of the Sankhya.]\fn{ The text of this sentence before me is
corrupt, reading: “In this doctrine, the Buddha went counter to the three main systems of philosophy that were current in India in his, say, the teaching of the Upanisads, of the Sankhya.” I have emended it in line with the remainder of the
paragraph:H} Briefly stated, the Upanisadic teaching is a kind of monism, where a real being, Brahman, is as -

sumed to be something eternal, without beginning, change, or end, and man’s soul (atman) is assumed to be an integral part of that Being, Atman and Brahman being one. The Jainas had a highly developed theory of moral defilement and purification and a theory of spiritual existence extending even to plants and inanimate, non-organic
things, which are also supposed to possess souls. The Sankhya taught the existence of a plurality of souls, on the
one hand, and of a unique, eternal, pervasive, substantial matter, on the other.
Buddhism is opposed to all three systems.
Forsaking the monism of the Upanisads, it declares that there is no real unity at all in the world. Everything is
discrete, separate, split up into an infinity of minute, impermanent elements, without any abiding stuff. It agrees
with Jainism in opposing the monism of the Upanisads and in maintaining that being is joined to production, continuation, and destruction, but disagrees with the Jaina doctrine which ascribes to a kamrna\fn{Karma:H} a physical nature. To the dualism of Sankhya the Buddha opposes the most radical pluralism, converting the world
process into an appearance of evanescent elements, and calls the eternal pervasive matter, which is imagined as
their support or substratum, a mere fiction.
*
The term anatta (Sanskrit, anatrnan) is usually translated as “no soul,” but, strictly speaking, all is here synonymous only with a permanent, enduring entity, ego, self, conscious agent, etc. It is the permanence that is denied in anatta.
The underlying idea is that, whatever may be designated by these names, it is not a real, ultimate fact; it is a
mere name for a multitude of interconnected facts which Buddhist philosophy attempts to analyze by reducing
them to real elements (dharnma).
Buddhism does not deny the existence of a personality or a “soul” in the empirical sense. What it does deny is
that such a “soul” is an ultimate reality, a dharnma.
The Buddhist teaching of anatta does not proclaim the absence of an individuality or self; it says only that
there is no permanent individuality, no unchanging self.
Personality or individuality is, according to Buddhism, not an entity but a process of arising and passing away,
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a process of nutrition, of combustion, of grasping. A man’s personality is conceded as being something real, a fact
(sacca) to him at any given moment, though the word “personality” is only a popular label and does not correspond to any fixed entity in man.
In the ultimate constituents of conditioned things, physical and mental, Buddhism has never held that the real
is necessarily the permanent. Unaware of this anticipation, modern philosophers like Bertrand Russell are asking
modern philosophy to concede no less.
The Buddhist term for an individual, a term which is intended to suggest the Buddhist view as opposed to other
theories, is santana (stream), viz.,\fn{The (ubiquitous) contraction of the Latin word videlict, meaning “that is”:W} the
stream of interconnected facts. It includes the mental elements as well as the physical, the elements (dhamm a) of
one’s own body and external objects, as far as they constitute the experience of a given personality. The representatives of the eighteen classes of dhatu mentioned earlier, combine to produce the interconnected stream.
*
Every combination of these elements represents a nominal, not an ultimate, reality.
The number of psychical elements at any given moment is variable. It may be very considerable, because un developed, dormant faculties are also reckoned as actually present.
Some dhamma are constant, present at every moment, others only under certain conditions.
Elements which combine at any moment vary both in number and in intensity.
In any individual, at a given moment, a certain element may predominate.
All mind at every moment is an assemblage of mental faculties (sankhara) or elements. Two elements, which
are constantly present, are most precious: samadhi (power of concentration) and panna (insight). If they become
predominant they change the character of the individual and his moral value.
The predominant element in ordinary men is ignorance (avijja), which is the reverse of panna and not merely
its absence. It is a separate element, present at the same time with dormant panna. But it is not constant, and can
be cast out of the mental stream.
There is a special force of kamma, sometimes called prapti, that holds these elements in combination. It operates only within the limits of a single stream and not beyond. The stream of elements kept together is not limited
to the present life but has its source in past existences and its continuation in future ones.
This is the Buddhist counterpart of the soul or self in other systems.
*
From the denial of substance follows the denial of of every difference between the categories of substance and
quality. There is no “inherence” of qualities in substance; in this respect all real elements ( dhamma) are equally
independent. As separate entities they then become “substances” sui generis.\fn{Unique} All sensa data are also
substances in the sense that there is no stuff they belong to.
We cannot say that matter has extension, cohesion, temperatures and vibration, but that matter is extension,
etc., and that without these qualities there is nothing called matter.
Matter is thus reduced to mere qualities and forces which are in a constant state of flux, in which there is no
entity to support the qualities or to be the possessor of attributes or, as substance, to stand under them all, to
uphold them all, and to unite all the phenomena associated with it. Independent of attributes, there is no
substance, no substratum, not even the idea, because the idea is dependent on certain conditions. When science
bends more and more to the view that all matter is merely a form of energy, a grouping and regrouping of forces,
as advocated by scientific materialism, or as some would prefer to call it, energisrn, it is only admitting in
different words the unsubstantility of matter, which the Buddha declared more than two thousand years ago.
The same principle applies to the mental sphere.
Mind is not an entity but a function; consciousness is thought, and it arises when certain conditions are present.
Thought does not arise as the action of a “thinking subject,” but is conditioned by, originates from, is
dependent on, other states.
As such, it will again be the condition, the origin, the raison d’etre,\fn{Reason for being} of further states.
When it ceases to be it passes on its momentum, thus giving the impulse to new arising.
*
Yet the individuality of consciousness is not a mere physical process either. It is a process of grasping and will
last only as long as grasping lasts. Just as a fire can burn only as long as it lays hold of new fuel, so the process of
individuality is a constant arising, an ever-renewed laying hold of the objects of its craving.
It is craving that causes the friction between sense objects and sense organs, and from that friction leaps forth
the flame of new kamma which, because of avijja (ignorance), will not be extinguished, but in grasping lays hold
of fresh material, thus keeping alive the process of burning.
*
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Thus the universe, with all that is in it, represents an infinite number of discrete, evanescent elements, in a state
of ceaseless activity or commotion. They are only momentary flashes of efficient energy, without anything perdurable or stable, not in a condition of static being, but in a state of perpetual becoming.
Not only are entities such as God, soul, and matter denied reality, but even the simple stability of empirical objects is regarded as something constituted by our imagination.
The empirical thing becomes a thing constructed by a process of synthesis on the basis of sensations.
Reality does not consist of extended, perdurable bodies, but, of point-instants (khana) picked up in momentary
sensations and constituting a string of events. Our intellect, then, by a process of synthesis, so to speak, puts them
together and produces an integral image, which has nothing but an imagined mental computation.
*
A single moment of existence is thus something unique, unrepresentable and unutterable. In itself, set loose
from all imagination, it is qualityless, timeless, and spaceless (indivisible), timeless not in the sense of an eternal
being, spaceless not in the sense of being ubiquitous, motionless not in the sense of an all-embracing whole, but
all these in the sense, respectively, of having no duration, no extension, and no movement.
It is a mathematical instant, the moment of an action’s efficiency. A representation and a name always corre spond to a synthetic unity, embracing a variety of time, place, and quality, but this unity is a constructed unity,
constituted by an operation of the mind, a chain of moments cognized as a construction on the basis of some sensation. Actions take place in time and space, as the expression of the pure simultaneousness of things and time as
the pure successiveness of the process, but there is no space or time apart from their being correlatives of the concept.
There are thus two kinds of reality: the one, ultimate or pure reality (paramattha-sacca), consisting of bare
point-instants (khana), without definite position in time or space and with no sensible qualities; and the other, em pirical reality (sammuti-sacca), consisting of objectivized images, endowed by us with a position in time and
space and with all the variety of sensible and abstract qualities.
*
How, then is the illusion of a stable, material world and of perdurable personalities living in it produced?
It is in order to explain this that the Buddha put forward the doctrine of dependent origination (paticca-samuppada).
Just as the Four Noble Truths—of Suffering, its Cause, its Cessation, and the Way thereto—form the heart of
the Buddha’s teaching, so does the doctrine of paticca-samuppada constitute its backbone. According to this doctrine, although the separate elements (dhamma) are not connected with each other either by a pervading stuff in
space or by duration in time, there is nevertheless a connection among them. It is this:
Their manifestations are subjects to definite laws, the laws of causation (hetu-paccaya).
The flow of evanescent elements is not a haphazard process (adhicca-samuppanna). Every element, though appearing only for a single moment, is a “dependently-originating element,” i.e., it depends for its origin on some
other preceding element or elements.
Thus, existence becomes dependent existence (paticca-samuppäda), and this is expressed by the formula:
“If there is this, there comes to be that” (asmim sati, idarn hoti).
Every momentary entity springs into existence or flashes up in coordination with other moments.
*
Strictly speaking, there is no causality at all, but only functional independence, no question of one thing producing another, since one momentary entity, disappearing as it does at once, cannot produce any other entity. The
relation is one of “consecution”, in which there is no destruction of one thing and no creation of another, no influx
of one substance into another, but only a constant, uninterrupted, infinitely graduated change.
Thus, the formula, “If there is this, there comes to be that” came to be supplemented by another formula:
“Not from itself, not from something else, nor from a combination of both, nor by chance, does an entity
spring up.”
It is coordinated, not actually produced. There is neither causa materialis (continuing substance) nor causa efficiens.\fn{product of a specific creator:H } This view of causality, that the law of causality is rather the law of coor dination between point-instants (khaza), is not strange to modern science and philosophy. The world of Buddhism
is like the world of the mathematician; the world dies and is born afresh at every instant; it is evidently the world
that Descartes was thinking of when he spoke of “continuous creation.”
*
The fact that the Buddha declared the khandha (nama and rupa, i. e,, mind and matter) to be completely free
from any unchanging, undying essence does not mean that Buddhism taught annihilation of body and mind at
death.
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For, besides the doctrine of transience (anicca) and soullessness (anatta) there is also the doctrine of kamma,
or the transmitted force of the act, bodily and mental.
A living being is a khandha-complex, ever changing, but ever determined by its antecedent character, and that
is ruled by kamma. The long-drawn-out line of life is but a fluctuating curve of evolving experience. Man, even in
this life, is never the same, yet ever the result of his pre-existing self. Action, which is another word for kamma,
will be present as long as there is existence, because existence is not something static but a process. A process
must proceed and this is done by activity, the activity of the senses.
Just as a flame cannot exist without consuming, its very nature being combustion, so also the senses cannot exist without activity.
But this is not the same as the psychological determinism of Leibniz and Herbart, for kamma is not fatalism.
“If anyone says,” declares the Buddha, “that a man must necessarily reap according to all his deeds, in that
case no religious striving is possible, nor is there an opportunity to end sorrow.”
How is the doctrine of rebirth to be reconciled with that of anatta?
*
The question, “What is reborn?”, is based on ignorance of the selfless process of kamma. Kamma is not an entity that goes from life to life, like a visitor going from house to house. It is life itself, in so far as life is the product (vipaka) of kamma. In each step we take now in full-grown age lie also the feeble attempts of our babyhood.
The present actuality, which expressed itself as the result of all the preceding processes, carries in its very action
all the efforts which went into the making of the previous actions. When a seed becomes a sprout this is done by
the last moment in the seed, not by those moments when it lay placidly in the granary.
Yet, it is also true in a sense, that all the preceding moments of the seed are the indirect causes of the sprout.
Every moment in the phenomenal world has its own totality of causes and conditions owing to which it exists.
What we regard as a break in the continuity is nothing but the appearance of an outstanding or dissimilar moment.
*
Death is but one such moment.
When a man dies, the component elements of his new life are present from its very inception, though in an undeveloped condition. The first moment of the (apparently) new life is called conventionally vinnana, “conception.” Its antecedent is kamma, which in the formula of the doctrine of dependent origination (paticca-sarnuppada) is designated sankhara (pre-natal forces). These sankhara, which through conception (vinnana) find continuity in the new life, contain latent in them the anusaya, which is the name for the resultant of all the impressions
made on the particular flux (santana) of elements in the whole course of its faring (samsara).
It is these latent factors that the psychoanalyst, for instance, finds as so much refuse and slag in a man’s mind
when he penetrates into it. They are his heritage of action (kammadayada), brought down through countless lives
and not inherited by him, as is sometimes stated, as the heritage solely from the past of his race.
Life is kinetic; rebirth in Buddhism is nothing but a continuity of impulse, kamma-santati.
*
It is sometimes said that the doctrine of anatta takes away moral responsibility and that with it goes overboard
the whole fabric of social morality. But it will be seen from what has already been stated that there is no contra diction at all between the denial of an unchanging entity and the fact that former deeds engender a capacity for
having a consequence. In fact, the doctrine of anatta enhances the idea of responsibility, for there is here no
Saviour or Redeemer to intercept the unfailing consequence of one’s action.
Likewise, the statement that the doctrine of anatta is inconsistent with free will is also due to a misconception.
If nothing arises without a cause, if everything is of “dependent origination,” can there be free will? That is the
question.
There is a tradition that the doctrine of dependent origination (paticca-samuppada) itself was established by
the Buddha in defence of free will and against a theory of wholesale determinism. The Buddha singled out for
special animadversion the doctrine of his contemporary, Makkhali Gosala, who maintained that all things are unalterably fixed and that nothing can be changed. The Buddha called this the “most pernicious” of doctrines.
On the other hand, the Buddha declared himself to be an upholder of “free action” (kriyavadi). The law according to which moral or immoral deed must have its fruition is the law of katnrna, but in order to have a conse quence the action must be produced by an effort of the will. The Buddha declared,
“Will alone is kamma" (Cetanaham bhikkhave kammam vadami).
*
It must also be remembered that free will really means “strong will,” for the possibility of choosing shows the
presence of two or more opposites. If there were no attraction or motive equilibrium would have been established
already and no choice would be necessary. When inducement or coercion is not absent, it is a contradiction to
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speak of free will.
Will is thus only a milder term for craving, and craving exists only in dependence upon feeling. Our real free dom lies, therefore, not in the will but in being without will.
How is the cessation of this round of birth-and-death, which is transient, sorrow-fraught, and “soulless,”
brought about?
By following the path laid down by the Buddha.
*
There are two factors that help a man to get started on the path: the one is right reflection ( yoniornanasikara)
and the other is friendship with the good (kalyanamittata).
The Buddha is man’s best friend; that is why the appearance of a Buddha in the world is an event of such sig nificance. The cessation of suffering is called nirodha or Nibbana. Nibbana has so often been discussed that there
is no need to say much here.
Only when the grossly wrong views regarding personality are disposed of is the path entered upon which leads
to final deliverance.
*
Nibbona consists of two stages. When, by treading the Noble Eightfold path, the process of the arising of craving has come to a stop, the grasping of the “aggregates” (khandha), which form the individual will cease also.
When the lust for life has ceased, no further rebirth will take place, and the highest state, that of a saint ( arhant) is
attained.
But, when the lust for life has ceased, life itself will not disappear simultaneously. Just as the heat in an oven,
produced by lire, will remain for some time even after the fire is extinct, so the result of the craving which pro duced rebirth may ramain a while even though the fire of the passions be extinct.
In this state of sainthood or arhant-ship which is called Nibbana with residue (saupadisesa-nibbana), neither
act no thought can be regarded as moral or immoral. The arhant’s apperception is ineffective. His actions are not
influenced by craving and do not, therefore produce kamma. They are free from tendencies, from likes and dislikes. Where no new kamma is produced no results follow. But, when the result of previous kamma is exhausted
and the arhant’s life comes to an end, this state is called Nibbdna without residue (anupadisesa-nibbana).
In this final emancipation, all suffering (dukkha) ceases.
Nibbana is where lust, ill will, and delusion are not.
*
In Buddhism life is a process which has its sufficient cause neither in something metaphysical, like God, nor in
something physical, e. g., parents. It is a process which is destined to come to an end and awaits the moment of
coming to an end. Ignorance (avijja) i.e., ignorance about life itself, is the beginningless starting-point from which
life ever and again springs forth, as from some hidden source that never dries up as long as it remains undiscov ered.
Life is begotten of ignorance; what keeps it going is grasping or clinging, which is prompted by craving
(tanha). In life, grasping is the only activity, and there is only one actual object of this grasping, that which is con ventionally called personality. Personality is the object in dependence upon which grasping exists, and, at the
same time, is that which exists in dependence upon grasping.
It is grasping that gives life its nutrition (ahara). Through this nutrition, through the power of maintaining itself, life proves itself to be life.
But to say this is not to say that grasping is the cause of life; that would be like saying that the cause of a flame
is the fuel there present. Fuel creates no flame; it only maintains the flame. To understand this, to realize this, to
live it out—that, in the deepest sense, is Buddhism.
*
Ignorance is destroyed by knowledge, by insight.
The first step is insight into the real nature of conditioned things (sammasana-nana), as having the three characteristics of impermanence, suffering, and soullessness.
He who perceives suffering only, but not the transiency thereof, has only sorrow, but when the unreality of life
is understood, the unreality of suffering will also be perceived.
From this understanding will ensue insight into the nature of all things as processes (udayabbaya-nana), the
knowledge that there is nothing but a process of becoming.
*
The next step is insight that becoming is ceasing (bhanga-nana). Becoming and ceasing will be seen as two aspects of one process.
This is followed by knowledge of the dangers that have to be feared (bhaya-nana) and the understanding of the
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perils inherent in clinging (adinava-nana), together with the reasons for being disgusted with such an empty show
(nibbida-nana).
Thereupon arise the desire to be set free and the knowledge thereof (muncitukamyata-nana) which will grow
into recontemplation (patisanknana-nada), that is, contemplation of the characteristics of transiency, sorrow and
soullessness, but with increased insight as seen from a higher plane.
This will be followed by even-mindedness regarding the activities of life, which is due not to leak of interest
but lack of self-interest.
The climax of discernment is reached with the insight of adaptation (anuloma-nana), which is the gateway to
emancipation (vimokka-mukha), where the mind is qualified for final deliverance.
*
The basis of all this is renunciation.
Renunciation cannot be learned; it must grow, like the dawn. When it is night we can admire the millions of
stars but all their beauty and the glory of the moon, too, fade with the first rays of the sun.
Renunciation begins when one learns to distinguish between the value a thing has because one wants it and the
value it has apart from one’s desire.
The value of a thing is regulated by one’s desire for it; if one wants to know its real value one must give up
one’s desire for it, but then it will be seen at once that it has lost all value.
To be care-free—that is the secret of happiness—but not to be careless. This freedom from care is the result of
forgetting the self, the result of self-renunciation. When pleasures vanish of their own accord, they end in keen an guish of the mind; when relinquished by one’s own will, they produce infinite happiness, proceeding from tran quillity. Just as darkness can be experienced only when all light is extinguished, so, also, Nibbana can be realized
only when all attachment has been destroyed.
*
The realization of this truth is attained by the threefold practice of sila, samadhi, and panna.
Sila is discipline of both body and mind, whereby the defilements that cloud wisdom are removed. But mere
morality is not enough; it must be accompained by mental development.
All morality which strives to perpetuate the self is a subtle kind of selfishness. The more subtle and sublimated
it is, the more rationalized and idealized, the more dangerous.
Samadhi is the stilling of thought, the perfect equilibrium of mind, which is attained by the jhana (Sanskrit,
dhyana), the so-called “trances”. They constitute the first taste of the happiness of Nibbdna. It is the joy of having
found a possibility of escape from the round of birth, suffering, and death.
The increase of this joy becomes sheer delight, which then gives place to a serene tranquillity, and then to a
sense of security and equilibrium, the bliss of well-being (sukha), which is the very opposite of insecurity and unbalanced striving. In that state of tranquillity, not disturbed by likes and dislikes, not made turbid by passions, not
hazed by ignorance, like sunlight that penetrates a placid lake of clear water, there arises the supreme insight
(panna) that
All birth and death have ceased; the noble life has been lived; what had to be done has been accomplished, and be yond this there is no more.

*
This is the supreme moment of illumination when the saint (arhant) sees the whole universe with the vividness
of a living reality. It is described as a double moment, a moment of feeling as well as a moment of knowledge. In
sixteen consecutive thought—instants, the arhant has been through the whole universe and has seen it in the four
stages of its evolution toward quiescence.
This supreme moment of illumination is the central point of the teaching regarding the path to deliverance.
*
Such is Nibbana, where the insight of non-self has taken the place of delusion and ignorance; where being will
be seen as a mere process of becoming, and becoming as ceasing; where the spell that has kept us in bondage will
be broken; where the dream-state will vanish into reality, and reality will be realised.
This reality is not the eternalization of a self but the escape therefrom, not the deliverance or the salvation of
the self but the deliverance and salvation from the self, from the misconceived “I”.
And with this, the last word has been said.
Where craving has ceased, the process of becoming, which is grasping, has ceased also.
Where there is no more becoming, there is no more birth, with all its concomitants of sorrow, decay, and death.
*
Is Nibbana annihilation?
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Yes and no.
Yes, because it is the annihilation of the lust for life, of the passions, of craving and grasping, and all the things
that result therefrom.
But, on the other hand, where there is nothing to be annihilated, there can be no annihilation. That which constantly arises and is arising is nothing but a process of change and in changing also constantly ceases—that cannot
be said to be destroyed; it merely does not arise again.
Nibbana is thus best described as deliverance, surpassing all understanding, above all emotion, beyond all
striving, the non-created, the non-conditioned, the non-destructible, which all may attain through insight and realization.
It is the culmination of the Buddha’s teaching:
Just as, O monks, the ocean has but one taste, the taste of salt, so the doctrine and the discipline have but one taste,
the taste of deliverance.
Hard is the infinite to see; truth is not easy to see; craving is pierced by him who knows; for him who sees, naught
remains.

1920
64.72 My Son Lia\fn{by Rosalind Mendis (1903-1992)} Hedeniya, Central Province, Sri Lanka (F) 9
The bundle of fresh green grass was scattered among the hay. My son Lia was looking down ruefully at the
damage done. His little brothers were the culprits.
“Knock their heads together,” the mother said behind him. He looked up.
“Boys will be boys, mother,” he said.
“As you were once, my son. Yes!” the mother replied.
He looked at her and laughed. a happy free laugh. The mother smiled. There was a world of meaning in the
word “yes” when she uttered it.
Dear mother, he thought, turning away, and beginning to clear the mess, I have given her more heartaches than
all her other children put together.
When she walked back to the house, the mother met the younger children, the two culprits. For a moment she
stopped, helplessly looking about her. The two fellows were engaged in a tussle between themselves. The younger, aged seven was holding his own with the elder, who was two years his senior. Tufts of hair falling over his
face, his lower garment dropping off, he went at his brother, hammering the other’s face with his little fists. Time
and again they rolled on the ground, over each other, covered with grit and mud. Again and again they rose to
their feet and glared at each other with bated breath. Then they rushed at each other once more, the younger with
an angry sob, and the other grim and silent.
A little girl of three years, watching them, sent forth shriek after shriek of terror. The mother rushed forward
finally and seperated them.
“You little devils!” she snapped angrily. “You were born to worry my life out.” She smacked them heartily.
Glaring at the younger one, she said.
“Look, your cloth!”
He hastily picked up the fallen cloth and wrapped himself with it. With an effort the mother repressed a smile.
“Be off with you both,” she commanded. “Get down to the well and wash yourselves!” They raced down the
hill eagerly, their quarrel already forgotten as was usual with children. She turned suddenly and her gaze fell on
her son Lia who was standing by with an amused smile. She.frowned.
“Yes, it’s fun for you,” she said.
He felt guilty. He hastened to comfort her.
“I know it is hard for you, mother,” he said softly.
The mother’s heart filled with unshed tears. He was the best of her brood. She could not help loving him more
than the others. But she would not admit this even to herself. She was happy in her home and family in spite of all
her care and worries. The children were the joy of her life. Peace she had not. What with quarrels and squables,
the anxiety caused by various ailments of the children, the dread of seeing them hungry when they grain grew
short, all were part and parcel of her life.
*
How utterly different marriage turned out to be from what she had thought of it. She had dreamed that it was
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all joy. As a mother of a growing family she found she had more cares than joys. Yet she was happy. There were
moments when her heart was full. If she had to choose again she knew she would rather choose her life as it was
now to anything else.
Married at sixteen to a man of her parents’ choice, she lived her life among the high hills, in a tiny hamlet at
the end of the town, just outside it. The natural surroundings were lovely and picturesque, the people simple, pleasant and relaxed, always smiling. There were bare-bodied children running about, women on the road carrying
their little ones astride their hips. Evidently fond of their children, having much time for them, the women looked
relaxed, nice, informal and friendly.
She, the mother of eight children, with another on the way, was one among many such women. Her five boys
and three girls the eldest-aged seventeen, the youngest one year old, kept her busy from morning till she went to
sleep. The eldest was a girl, a great help to the mother in the house-hold tasks. Another girl aged twelve was yet
going to school with three of the boys. Her eldest son Lia, with the younger ones when they were free, helped the
father to plough the fields, tend the cattle and cultivate vegetables.
*
While still young, Lia left school. The teacher had found it difficult to manage him. He was often caned at
school for playing truant. Then for days he would hide in the woods for fear of his father, creeping home under
the darkening shadows of the night to be fed by his anxious mother when his father was asleep. He would spend
his nights sleeping under shady groves or under hay stacks in the fields. Suddenly he would come home, having
given enough time for his father’s anger to cool, whereas the latter would pretend that he had never been missed.
Sometimes there were complaints from angry neighbors. Time and again they found their yams uprooted and
vegetable patch damaged, the ripe mango picked, the guava and the tender king-coconut just ready to be plucked,
taken away. Lia sometimes managed to escape the wrath of the offended neighbors with his winning manner.
The village mothers were up against him, however, for his endless fights with their children. Hardly a day
passed without a mother coming up the path leading a child either with a black eye or a bleeding nose. Severe was
the punishment then meted out to Lia in the presence of the offended mother.
Little Lia’s grandmother would fiercely intervene on these occasions to defend him. She was a beautiful old
woman with the beauty appropriate to old age and when she smiled, her hundred wrinkles smiled with her. She
passed most of her time with the grandchildren whom she loved, especially Lia, who resembled her dead husband.
She would rush into the midst of everybody and pull the boy away, muttering imprecations on her daughter. She
would then pounce on the neighbor and scold her:
“Shame on you!” she would cry, “to nurse anger on a little mite.”
His mother would always regret it after beating him. Her resentment would later in the day rise up against her
neighbor for making her punish her boy on a mere complaint. At such times she would often find Lia in a corner
with a forlorn look, sucking his thumb, his little body curled up.
She longed to gather him to her heart and to comfort him. But she would deny herself, fearing his baby mind
would sense her weakness.
There were times that he had looked at her hurt, surprised that the only being who could understand him had
gone over to the enemy’s side. Then she wondered whether he was not, after all, justified in his action though he
had not defended himself.
She knew that he always fought his own battles. He rarely asked anyone else to fight for him. Many were the
times he had come home bruised and bleeding, his clothes torn, and when questioned he would take the blame
upon himself and never accuse anybody else.
Once, he had to be taken to the nearest hospital to stop a wound which was bleeding profusely. After repeated
threats the only explanation he gave was that he had obtained it in a fair fight.
*
At an early age he showed signs of maturity. He who lived close to nature had come to learn of life, of sex and
love precociously. Roaming about the woods and the jungle he saw life all around him. Seeing nature at her
loveliest with the bees and flowers, birds and animals, his little mind grasped and understood how life was continued. He suffered at his own thoughts for they made him restless, and strange and conflicting were the emotions
they aroused.
They made him want to run away from home. But for his deep attachment to his mother he would have run
away. He always hesitated when he thought of her. She was the most wonderful being in his little world. His love
for her made her in his mind’s eye the height and breath of the globe he moved in. Often in the darkness of the
night woken up by frightful dreams, he would creep to his mother’s side. There he would instantly fall asleep
under her comforting arm arid to the sound of her reassuring voice.
They were a happy and healthy family, nurtured in the mountain air, with joys and sorrows, heartaches and
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pleasant surprises. The mother was a slight little woman, gay and relaxed while she worked. The father was as
hardy as the mountain tree fond of his family and fond of his home-brewed pot of toddy. He was never idle. When
the grain was sown, there was the yam the sweet potato, the jak and the breadfruit to be tended, in case the grain
went short. Their daily needs were provided for, nothing more. Their real wealth consisted in the deep unselfish
love that often existed in big families. Each shared and shared alike by way of food and clothes, and joys and
sorrows. They amused themselves with games and toys of their own making.
The boy Lia enjoyed most his own company, carving funny little figures of wood and modeling animals of
clay. At times he was seen in an evening seated on a rock playing the flute, filling the mountain air with its low,
haunting music. The aerie, fluttering tones moved deeply the heart and soul of man with a magic seductive in its
appeal. Often he would look over the valley, preoccupied with his own thoughts.
Fantastic and wonderful was the view down below on the plains. Men and women could be seen at work in the
fields, preparing the ground for the next harvest. Some could be seen carrying heavy sacks of tender tea leaf on
their heads, walking up and down the rugged hillsides. Far away the road wound its way alongside the hill.
“Life is hard for animals,” the boy thought, as he watched the bullock-carts going down the hill. He was
amazed at the heavy loads the animals carried and the care and precision with which they walked down the hill
where human feet could easily slip. He saw men and women looking like little dwarfs far down below, on the
road. The cars and the buses winding their way down looked like children’s toys. Lia could also see, now and
again, a village far in the distance on top of the hillside, built in conformity with the landscape and one with it.
The paths to it consisted mostly of steps, uneven and broken in many places often crossed by tiny streamlets
which ran down the hill in conformity with the slope. When the darkness gathered and fell over the valley, only
lights could be seen, fire-fly specks glimmering among the scattered hills and slopes.
When night fell, Lia would hurry back home, fearing his mother would be anxious. His father would scowl at
him and the mother would quietly set about making ready the night meal with the help of her eldest daughter.
Then in their different corners the children would sit and eat in a wonderfully quiet manner, utterly unlike their
boisterous behavior outside the house. The children would eat through to the last grain. The quickness with which
Lia finished his food made his mother anxious and she would hastily separate a part of her own share to give it to
him.
“No, Mother,” he would protest, “I have had enough.” He always felt uneasy eating her share.
“Nonsense,” the mother would reply, “I am full, 1 cannot eat more.”
Then an amused smile would cross the father’s face. The meal over, he was seated under the porch, a cup of
hot tea beside him.
“The dear woman,” he would say to himself and smile again. “Yes, she is a good mother, a good wife. She is
able and thrifty too.” He poured out the tea on to the saucer and blew on it. Each mouthful called forth a series of
loud smacks to express appreciation.
The work over, Lia’s mother was never too tired to tell a story. She would settle herself on the mat with a chew
of betel, her legs outstretched. The children scrambled round, each trying to get nearest to her. Varied were the
expressions that flittered across their eager little faces while they listened with rapt attention to her tales of fairies
and demons, and to her accounts of the oft-repeated but always-new folk lore of the funny little court jester who
lived long ago.
Lia would sit apart from the others and listen to his mother with a look of wonder in his eyes. She, meeting his
great big eyes with her own, would return his look fondly. The father, laying on his wooden cot and watching the
group, was astonished to find his children quietened by the magic lull of stories. His heart softened as he looked at
his wife who was one with the children as though a child herself. The eldest girl, washing and clearing up, while
listening to her mother, would dream of the day when she would leave her parents roof and have a home of her
own.
The mother’s younger sister was a constant visitor to their home. She lived in the same neighborhood just
across the fields. On an evening she would drop by with a bunch of herbs freshly plucked for her old mother and
home-made sweets for her little nieces and nephews. The two sisters were great friends with only an eleven
months’ difference of age between them. They would chat away to one another, while drinking hot plain tea in
their saucers, munching at the same time little bits of jaggery.The mother nods and listens, looking charming as
she eats, for she had no teeth. The children eating their sweets, laugh and giggle.
“You look sweet, granny!” Lia would say with a teasing laugh.
“Go away, boy!” she would say gruffly, driving him away.
The children usually hovered round, listening to the elders as they talked, as children would do in the village.
“Go on; go and play!” the mother would say, when her srster lowered her voice to whisper the latest scandal in
the neighborhood.
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The children would obediently disperse in different directions, excerpt for the littlest crawling at the mother’s
feet.
*
Life went on thus with its little changes in the village homestead.
Liapola, now a boy of seventeen, was getting more difficult to handle. He had outgrown parental authority. His
mother held him only with her tenderness. He was to be found absent from the house during the greater part of the
day.
Once, without forewarning he did not turn up for the mid-day meal. The mother, anxious and worried, left her
work and looked over the hills, shading her eyes.
The father who had returned from work looked furious. He was standing in the yard holding on to his mamotty.
The climb up the hill under the burning sun caused him to breathe hard and sweat ran down his bare body.
“Don’t give him anything to eat,” he commanded angrily, and strode into the house.
The mother suppressed her sorrow. When her sister dropped in, she burst out into tears.
“You have spoilt the boy,” the sister chided. “You love him too much. Be careful for you will get hurt one
day.”
The mother looked at her youngest child, who cradled in her arms, was giving suck to her breast.
“Love never leads to hurt, my sister,” she replied softly, “especially a mother’s love, for it gives and gives and
asks for little.”
The younger sister, looked away unable to say anything.
Meanwhile Lia was roaming the woods. He climbed through curious groups of mountains looking like monstrous ant hills. In search of water he suddenly came upon a broad stream thick with geen vegetation on its bank.
The place was beautiful with large patches of cultivation and naked brownish-white hills around. He noticed the
earth and his eye brightened. This was what he had been searching for a long while. He knelt down and felt the
earth, his fingers running through its creamy softness. It would provide good clay for his modeling.
Happy in his find, he turned towards home tired, but feeling content. His body was paining slightly all over but
as he walked back slowly with his hatchet over his shoulder, he drank in deeply with his eyes the intensively
moving landscapes of long, lovely stretches of field, of the vast sky, always so close, and then he raised his face
upwards, thankful for his life, thankful to the One above, who with a kind eye looked over everything. A real
happiness filled him. A peace and freedom overflowed into his soul with the thoughts of a new life before him.
On his way back he met a few of the village people. They walked leisurely and looked neighborly. They
wanted to know from what village he had come. They seemed anxious to help him. He felt gateful. His path ran
across a field and every now and then he climbed over a style. The weather was very hot but occasional breezed
cooled the air. The country continued to be beautiful for miles, the clouds against the low hills seeming to be blue
in color. The air was clean and refreshing from the neighboring hills. The view before him was now bare and wide
with a greater vastness stretching far into the landscape, dotted all over with patches of cultivation. The food
seemed to be plentiful, he thought. He dreamed of the day when he would come here to settle down with the
woman of his choice.
“Never an arranged match, no never!” he said to himself violently.
*
When he reached home, he noticed his father seated on the porch with a neighbor. He quietly skirted the house
and walked in through the back yard. He heard his father’s voice. He stopped.
“My boys are an asset,” his father was telling his friend, who had droppeed in for a chat and a drink of toddy.
They are a great help in the fields, except Liapola.”
He always gave his sons full name when he was annoyed. He shook his head.
“He puzzles me,” he repated. His wife hearing what was said came out of the kitchen.
“You would say that,” she complained, staring at him angrily, “why do you pick on the boy?”
“Come now,” the father replied, “don’t get huffed. You know too that he is a good-for-nothing, your son.” Her
eyes flashed, and for a moment she could not speak.
“Yes, go on! Your own flesh and blood too!” she snapped out finally. ..
“There, now!” the man interrupted, putting an end to the scene. “Keep a hold on your tongue! Let’s have a
little rice if it’s ready.”
The wife muttered under her breath and went on indoors to work off her anger. Her son came behind her
quietly. His arms stole round her shoulders and he pressed his face against hers.
“There, now, Mother, don’t worry. Father doesn’t mean it.”
She softened in spite of herself and wondered that the boy had not resented the harsh words. She was proud of
him whatever the father may say. They were all good, her children, all of them.
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The mother noticed that such scenes affected Lia a great deal though he tried to hide this from others. For days
afterwards he would work without a word, a pensive look in his eyes. He would make a greater effort to help his
father, to ease his burden of bringing up his little brothers and sisters.
*
One week later the father came in, a worried look on his face.
“The birds and rabbits destroy the fields,” he said despondently. “They are eating up all the paddy!”
Lia heard this. The next day the father found in the field the. most fantastic scare-crow that ever stood on a
paddy field. His heart softened towards his son. He thought he now need not come so often to the little shack to
keep vigil. He can rest his aching bones.
Liapola in his free time busied himself with modeling figures and animals with the clay which he walked miles
to fetch. He would make little mud soldiers with swords in hand and black bare-bodied men, resembling the
Veddah, with bow and arrow. He would assemble these figures and look at them for hours, moving them about in
a world of make-believe.
His baby sister often worried him for toys. Once he modeled a rabbit seated quaintly on its hind legs. It looked
almost alive, a living breathing thing and the child was scared. The mother, seeing it, was amazed.
“You could make money,” she said, “if you take them to town.”
Thereafter he would walk miles and miles to get the right kind of clay for his work. No hardship counted.
Nothng less than the finest quality satisfied him. He would take his wares once a week to town where they were
rapidly sold.
*
Once when he was coming back home he suddenly came upon a particular kind of clay across the breath of
jungle which lay between the town and his land. He found it on a soft spot where the nelum bloomed.
Beyond the stretch of clay, surrounded by a wall, rose the imposing building of the richest man of that part of
the country. He was supposed to be of noble descent and he lived aloof from all with his wife, family and private
household. A train of servants could be seen attending to the immense garden surrounding the house.
Liapola was sorting the clay from a pool of water when he heard a rustle behind the wall. He listened! He
heard the clear sound of someone falling and impatient;
“Uoo”
Lia cleaned his hands on the thick green turf with a mind to stand up and look. He held on to the branch of the
guava tree the other branches of which fell over the wall and climbed to the top.
A young girl, small and slim, dressed in bright yellow, absolutely alive, sat looking ruefully at a ripe guava
fruit. He supposed that she was the daughter of the house. He had already seen her often from a distance in the
garden. She looked very young, a little more than a child. It was evident that she had tried but failed to pluck the
fruit. She looked up and then down at her bruised palms, pink in color. Her hair had fallen over her face.
A twinkle appeared in Lia’s eye. He almost began teasing her, as was his wont with the village damsels, when
he suddenly remembered who she was. He dared not. She would take it as an insult. He gave a discreet cough
instead. She turned round startled. He gave her a winning smile.
“Allow me,” he said, and, lowering the branch carefully, he plucked the rich, yellow fruit. “Catch!” he said as
he looked down at her.
She looked up arid her eyes held him. In their depths her simple soul met his with shy wonder.
“Mind,” he said softly and he dropped the fruit dexterously into her hands. Then he turned and swung himself
down.
*
He walked home taking a longer way back, his heart on fire. He was hardly aware of the lovely walk through
the woods. A hundred little wild flowers in pink, white and blue sprouted along the ground. He stooped suddenly
and picked up a tiny blue one. Her eyes, he thought, were the color of this wild blue. His hand closed on it.
He walked on, keeping to a narrow track along which a few people occasionally strayed. He crossed the little
stream where a woman was seen washing clothes and a little child wading in the water; he splashed some water
on his face and hands. The tiny blue flower, now withered, dropped from his palm and was seen floating\fn{ The
text has: floated.} down. He climbed up the hill deep in thought. It was getting dark.
He found the family gathered in the porch and heard the sound of excited voices. His brother from town had
come home.
They all sat and talked: This brother was quite different from the rest of the family. He had left the home for
the town very early to live and work with aged uncle who ran a little shop. His brothers and sisters were fascinated by the voluble flow of coversation from the man in town.
Liapola greeted his brother, his junior by an year, pleased to see him. He sat apart, howeyer, listening; while
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the little ones crowded round his brother. His father looked proud and happy.
Lia smiled to himself, an amused smile. His brother knew how to please the father. Though he often forgot to
send money home, he never failed in his visits to bring home the bottle of arrack which his father loved. And he
also brought little gifts for his mother and the little ones.
“Yes, he is clever, he knows how to please the family,” Lia thought a little jealousy.
He saw his mother getting the meal ready. He wondered why she was rather quiet. He looked at her. She was
still young and slim with a strong cheerful face. At the moment her face was clouded as she listened to her son
from town. She looked anxious and reprimanded him once with a stony stare. He talked too much and was condescending in his manner. His ways greatly lowered her regard for the town.
After a time her face relaxed. After all he had come home to see them. She relented towards him.
“Children come and eat now,” she said. “Then we will talk.”
*
Days passed.
Liapola found his life had changed since a pair of eyes had looked into his. That glance had changed his whole
world. It followed him wherever he went. He found it in the fields, in the woods where he roamed, and in the
pools into which he plunged and swam.
He found that the feeling he had towards the girl was quite unlike the love he had for his mother. He could
measure his love for his mother, but this, it filled his entire being and seemed to have no beginning and no end.
Awake at night he mused upon this love.
He went about cheerfully. His heart sang. His mother would often hear him whistling.
“Life is good, Mother,” he would say. “It’s such fun looking forward to the future.”
The mother looked at him. What had changed him? she wondered. He looked bright and happy. May be not for
long, she thought to herself.
“I don’t understand you, my son,” she said.
Not\fn{The text has: Now.} a day passed but he walked towards the spot where he first saw the girl hoping to see
her again. He had seen her once. passing by in the car while he waited for the bus to take him to town. It was thirteen days now since he had seen her, if he left out the day, a fortnight ago, when he saw her in his dreams. When
she had come to him in his dreams, she looked so remote, and seemed from another world. He felt sad. The
poverty of the dream left him empty.
Weeks and months passed. He became restless; he was short and abrupt in speech at homr. Often he snapped at
the younger children. His work in the fields suffered.
The mother saw the change in him.
It was a rather warm day. She was seated on the doorstep.
“Yes, the time has come,” she sighed. “He should marry,” she said to herself.
Her infant, a month old, was sleeping peacefully on the mat beside her. The children were playing in the yard.
One of the elder boys was milking the cow. And the girl was hoeing the sweet potatoes for the night meal.
She felt a little sad, thinking of the eldest who had married and left home last year. She missed her daughter,
though the younger had left school and replaced her in the household.
She saw her son Lia walking up the path after work in the field. He looked tired, she thought. His eyes
brightened when he saw his mother seated, with the infant beside her. He looked down at his brother.
“He looks cute,” he said softly. He tickled the little toe of the baby. The child woke up crying for his mother.
The mother scolded the elder boy for waking up the little one and hushed him to sleep. She bared her breast,
giving suck to the child. She had none of the inhabitions of the town women. It was something she did almost
every day. Her children, she nursed them all at her breast. She was so rich and full in the abundance of milk that
often she had fed a neighboring child in need. She looked down at the baby now as though he were the first-born.
Lia looked at them simply. His face softened. An idea crossed his mind.
I will model them.
“Mother and the little one,” he said softly. He felt happy after a long time.
*
The months rolled by and Liapola had almost forgotten the chance meeting. He had heard that the girl had left
the village for a distant town to pursue higher studies: He too left the village to be an apprentice under an old man
whom he had heard was a master of the plastic arts.
Very soon he learnt the time-honored tricks of art and color. Under his deft and skillful hands came into being
the most beautiful forms, figures of exquisite design, animals of different kinds and shapes. What came out of his
hands appealed to the soul, awakening the hidden goodness in man.
A few years later, his fame spread far and wide. Lovers of art would come from distant parts of the land to
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purchase his work.
One day coming up the hill he saw his grandmother climbing up above him. At every step she halted to take
her breath. He hastened forward and helped her along.
Her face brightened.
“You are a good boy! Here, eat some of this,” she said, handing him a few home-made sweets which she had
brought with her.
He smiled. His heart warmed. She looked so soft and charming, he thought. She had a natural beauty that most
old women in the town do not have, for trying to look young, they succeed in looking ghastly.
The little ones crowded round the grandmother as she came up. They were all happy to see her. They knew that
she had something nice for them.
*
Lia was standing as though rooted to the ground, his gaze at the central figure who was seated on a chair
outside the porch. He could not believe his eyes.
She, of all people, here! He had almost forgotten her. Why had she to return into his life?
She was being graciously entertained by his mother. There was the brass-stand—polished for the occasion—in
which leaves of betel and arecanut were neatly arranged. Her rose-bud lips looked brighter with the red betel
juice. Close at hand an old woman was in attendance, chatting to the children, but her eyes returning now and
again to her young mistress.
Lia’s glance went back to the girl. He sensed the gulf between them. She was as far from him as the moon that
shone in the sky. For a maddening moment he wanted to run away. But they had seen him. He straightened
himself and went to meet her. His hands smoothed out his clothes and put back his ruftled hair.
She had come with an offer from her father, he learnt. They had heard about his sculpture. The father wanted
him to install a fountain in the garden. Something original she said. Would he take the order, she wanted to know.
He went hot and cold inside. His mother saw his hesitation. She hastened to anticipate him. He knew then that
his fate was sealed. He felt as though he was a puppet moved about in the village play.
“You are not going to refuse?” the mother said anxiously. “It is an honor, my son. Your name is made.”
He looked at her and smiled.
“Yes, it is!” he said. He continued to look at her and there was something tender and humorous in his look.
“Yes, it is an honor! I accept.”
“The mother was solely puzzled at his tone. She brushed it aside and was only too glad that he had agreed..
Liapola turned to the girl.
“I will be there in the morning,” he said shortly.
The mother frowned. What was wrong with him? He should learn how to talk to his betters.
“The young lady wants to see your work,” she hastily said, giving him a warning look.
They followed him to the little shack where he worked. The place was cramped up with a hundred various
objects. Carvings in wood, animals of different kinds and shapes, delicately modeled figures made of baked mud,
open-mouthed masks, all dabbed with fantastic colors, crowded the shed.
The girl hesitated on the threshold. The quiet, uncompromising figure of the man standing by her damped her
spirits. The mother urged her to enter.
“There is nothing of special value,” the man said bluntly.
“But this,” the girl said softly. Her hand reached out and lifted up the figure of the mother seated with the child
at her breast. Her fingers traveled caressingly over the soft dimpled face of the child. She had never seen anything
so beautiful before. She clasped it tightly:
“Can I keep this ?” she asked eagerly.
He stiffened slightly. For some unknown reason he had always refused to sell this work of his.
Her face fell. Supposing he refused out of sheer cussedness. He looked so grim, his figure snake-like in grace
with broad shoulders. His eyes seemed to reach her from a far distance and he was quite unlike the boy with the
dancing eyes she faintly remembered.
He quietly wrapped the fingure of Mother and The Little One with a handful of straw and handed it to the girl.
He refused to accept the money when she wanted to pay him. His dark arresting eyes looked into hers for a
second.
“I will be there in the morning,” he repeated. He stepped aside to let her pass.
*
The mother turned to him when she had gone.
“What’s wrong with you, son? Why were you rude to the lady?”
“Rude, Mother. I hardly talked!” He looked at her and smiled, a twisted smile.
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“I know my place, you know,” he said.
For a moment the mother felt as though her son was a stranger.
“You sound bitter, lad! You shouldn’t be. They were born to that state.”
“Yes,” he agreed sullenly, “what have we, the down-trodden in common with their kind?”
“She was kind, though,” the mother said in defence.
“Yes!” he said curtly. “She had the sort of patronizing kindness that thinks we are part and parcel of their
surroundings existing for their pleasure.”
“Lad,” the mother said worried, “don’t let malice eat into your heart. This is our lot, sinners that we are. If we
accept it, then life is easy.”
He kept silent. He knew that if he followed his mother’s advice life would be sImple. Yet hate grew within him
with the suppression of his sense of equality. Being forced to submit outwardly, bitter resentment threw deep roots
within.
The mother lingered. She was looking at his silent face, and her heart stirred.
“You are doing well, now. You should not care, son!” she said softly.
“Should not care! Sometimes I think it is the only thing I care about.”
He turned away abruptly.
*
For months he was working on the fountain. The master of the house walking past took no notice of the silent
figure at work. The connection the former had with the people of the village was vague and remote. They were a
part of the environment in which he lived, not living breathing beings who existed like himself. The master
thought he was being kind and considerate, when he condescended to notice someone who worked for him.
He was delighted, at the sculpture and full of praise. The ornament was surely worthy to grace his gardens.
“I will pay you handsomely, yes!” He said graciously.
Lia rose to his feet, stood back and stared. He wiped his brow with the back of his [hand]\fn{ The text has: the back
of his mind.}
The master looked at him, a word of annoyance rose to his lips but he checked himself and walked off.
“The fellow sadly lacks manners,” he muttered to himself. “Maybe he is annoyed that I interrupted him.”
The work went on steadily. It was a magnificient figure of an animal with large mouth opened, teeth bared and
regal head on strong shoulders thrown back, while from his deep throat gushed forth the swirling waters of the
spout. At the first glance, the figure looked repulsive in its grotesque posture.
The eye was then attracted by its very repulsiveness till it was held, betwitched by something appealing in the
intensity of the eyes. The eyes of the animal held the beholder and awakened the unknown depths of his soul.
Man, woman or child found it difficult to break away from the expressive glance. One felt an awe before this
work of art. He seemed, however, one who was born to give something new to the world.
The work was almost complete. Liapola was giving the finishing touches to it. Nobody was about the place. At
his own request he was 1eft alone to work at will. Also, his quiet silent manner kept people away. He gazed at the
work before him. The pain and frustration of his love had found expression in the work of art he had fashioned.
He had found a joy unknown to him working on it. His hand moved quietly over the work. He was so absorbed
that he failed to hear the sound of a foot-step behind him.
“It’s my dream come true,” a voice said softly.
*
He stood still, so still that he too looked like a carved figure. A few seconds passed. He raised his head quietly
and looked around. He said nothing. He marveled at her exquisite loveliness so unlike the sunburnt beauty of
village maids. Her cheeks glowed and had the color of mauve-pink pomegranate. He had no words. He turned
back to his work again.
“Don’t be sad,” she whispered. “That is timeless!”
Softly her fingers went over the throat of the animal. She was standing so close that she almost touched him.
She smelt of the orchid that bloomed on the full moon night. He moved away uneasily. Suddenly he felt a touch
on his hand. He trembled violently.
“You shouldn’t!” he begged. “Someone will see.” His eyes strayed.
“Let them see,” she replied. She felt as though she could violate all laws.
A woman approached them, the woman who had nursed her since she was a baby. Years of service made her
bold with her young mistress.
“It’s getting dark,” she warned. The girl flushed angrily.
“Leave me alone, Tikiri,” she snapped, “I want some nelum flowers. He is going to pick them for me.”
“You are a spoilt girl, that’s what you are!” the old woman turned away muttering to herself. The girl burst
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into a ringing laugh, a joyous young laugh.
“Poor Tikiri, she is like a clucking hen.”
Lia’s face lit up with an amused smile. There was something appealing in his irregular features with its short
nose. The break in the tension made them both come back to normal.
“You told her a lie,” he said, her eyes twinkling.
“No!” she said. “You are getting them for me.” She walked off, expecting him to follow her.
The male in him resented her cool superiority. He deliberately took a long time to come. He thought he would
finish the work for the day first. She was quietly waiting for him at the little gate leading to the pond.
“You are angry again,” she said, her eyes dancing with mischief.
He suddenly felt shy.
“She is cute,” he thought to himself, ill at ease.
Before he could help her, she had stepped over the stile and was going down to the pond. She slipped once and
nearly fell. He followed her. He gathered a handful of pink and blue flowers and handed them to her. They walked
back together; he was quite, she alive and gay. It was getting dark.
“I will help you over,” he said, standng by the stile. She shook her head and held out the flowers to him.
“Your hands,” he said, holding her hands, palms upwards in his, his eyes widening. “They are soft and tender
like the pink lotus!” He quietly dropped them.
She turned around quickly and tried to climb up but her clothes got caught. She stumbled and knocked against
a hay stack. He stretched out his strong young arms and they both rolled over. Laughingly he held her and pressed
her against him. She trembled in his clasp, holding her face against his chest. Slowly he raised himself and she
with him, shaking the straw off their clothes. The flowers lay scattered and crushed.
“They are no good,” he said and turned away.
While walking back, they both avoided looking at each other, What was he doing here with her, he thought
helplessly. It was madness. Her delicate hands alone spoke of her high station. An unbroken chain of past history
separated them. Could it be broken? No, it was timeless as the river that flowed.
She glanced sideways. He was wrapped up in his usual impenetrable silence. It chilled her newly-awakened
soul. He paused in the shadow of the guava tree, at the entrance to the little gate. Before she turned away; she
looked at him and smiled, but there was no answering smile. Only\fn{ The text has: One.} the deep set eyes looked
back at her from their unfathomable depths.
A sudden gust of wind blew. She felt she had left her childhood behind near the pond among the lotus flowers!
*
When he reached home, Liapola found his sister in the back compound pounding rice for the morning hoppers.
Tears were streaming down her face.
“Why, lass! What’s wrong!” he asked, concerned.
“Nothing,” she said, hastily wiping her tears, and hanging down her head.
He went in, brushing aside his little brother in the doorway. He found his mother stirring a pot of curry on the
fire.
“Seela is crying. Why?” he asked. “She is surely too big to be beaten, mother!”
The mother turned round. She looked at him, and then looked around as though to make sure that nobody was
listening.
“Yes, son, she is too big—the hussy! She is three months on the way.”
“What!” he cried agast. The mother raised her hand.
“Shoo,” she warned him.
“Who is the man?” he asked anxiously, lowering his voice.
“Who else but that rascal, your cousin,” she retorted. “The smell of mother’s milk is not dried in his mouth and
he is hunting after wenches—the brat!”
Liapola wondered whether his mother was really angry. Were her words a kind of ruse in fact to hide her real
feelings? Perhaps she was glad that one by one her daughters were off her hands. The girl had precipitated matters
by her foolishness, it was true, but his mother would see that no scandal spread. She knew how to handle such
matters discreetly.
How simple and easy it was for his sister and her lad, Lal thought. Unlike for the well-to-do families of the
village, the marriage tie of the poor was as simple as the life they led. Now that the girl was pregnant, the man had
only to be persuaded to take her to his home. And the marriage would be established for good when the child was
born.
Lia sighed. How simple his life would have been if things were different.
Days after their last meeting, he would often stand in the shadows of the night, a lone figure, his arms crossed,
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gazing at the fountain. He watched the gurgling waters spreading over the rocks like mist before dawn. A vision of
her would rise before him, and he would almost hear the softly uttered words:
“My dream has come true.”
He thought of the last hour he had spent with her. He had never tried to seek her since then.
*
Years passed. Liapola was standing on a jagged edge of a rock gazing into the distant spaces. He suddenly felt
that he was alone on the face of the earth. He felt awed. He mind went blank for a moment. He looked vacantly
into the depths below him.
His mother’s voice calling him brought him sharply back to himself. He walked back slowly looking at the
sunset, aglow with a radiance of russet brown. It was good to he alive. He thought of the days when he had almost
realized his dream.
He had touched the beautiful, the divine in life! Now it was a living memory deprived of its pain. Only the
fragrance lingered!
He was glad. But for that dream, life would be meaningless. He could now face the world for it had a new
meaning.
He should marry, he thought, and have children of his own. He walked on. Yes, life was good!
Liapola was at the cross-roads after a day’s work in his fields, waiting for his brother to join him. A car came
up and stopped on the side of the road opposite the few steps leading to the shop above the road. He looked into
the car.
Her eyes were on him. His own traveled slowly over her, distantly. He was queerly comforted by the pallor of
her face and the intense look of her limpid eyes.
She was the same. Her body was bruised but not her soul. He came back to himself with a start when a voice
called out:
“Hey, fellow!”
He stood frozen, with folded arms, simply staring at the occupant seated next to her.
“Is the fellow deaf?” the man asked. He turned to his wife and again to the silent figure by the road.
“Insolence! He should know his manners!” His face flushed in anger. “I ought to teach him to respect his betters.”
He was amazed at the effrontery of the man trying to rise above his level. He considered it highly insulting.
“Don’t be silly,” the wife said rather sharply. “You cannot treat them like cattle now. Those days are past!”
He stared at her and fell into a sullen silence. She summoned a salesman and gave an order for a list of articles.
She looked at her husband; he was of the leisured class! She suddenly felt the meanness of his feeling towards the
other.
What sort of a person would he be, she wondered, if by an unseen stroke of ill-luck, he was deprived of all his
wealth? Would he be equal to the mud-spattered figure standing calmly by the road?
No, she thought, his smug complacency, his sense of superiority, would all crumble into dust, leaving him
frightened before life.
*
During the days that followed, Liapoja made certain transactions. He withdrew his savings which by now were
considerable. He made an investment for his mother to keep her safely from want in old age.
Then, a week later, he left the village.
64.59 Sarana\fn{by Ediriwira Sarachchandra (1914-1996)} Galle, Galle District, Southern Province, Sri Lanka (M) 13
I first came to know Sarana through George Van der Bona. I’m quite clear in my mind about that.
But how I first met Van der Bona or where, I cannot now recall, try as I might. I can only say that I began to
bump into him, seemingly by chance, on several occasions, in various different places. At first, I didn’t take much
notice of him. Quite often he happened to be in the company of someone I knew, so that while talking to my
friend I would exchange a polite word or two with him. But in those days I hardly knew who or what he was.
Perhaps it was because he seemed to know so much about me that I first began to take some interest in him. I
gathered from his conversation that he was familiar with my stories, written before I joined the Broadcasting
Corporation, and that he listened in to my programmes. It was hard to believe that he, a Burgher, would listen to
Sinhala programmes.
In time I realized that Van der Bona was very different from the normal run of Burghers.
Although he gener-ally spoke in English, I found, in the occasional word or two of Sinhala I heard him use,
that there was hardly a trace of an accent. Whenever he met me he would talk of Sinhala books, or plays, or local
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arts and crafts.
How was A’s recent play?
What do you think of B’s new collection of short stories?
Why has M not written anything recently?
Was C’s dance recital a success? These were the questions he invariably asked me, and often finding it difficult
to answer them I grew impatient with him.
“He picks up these various morsels from here and there and then displays them for my benefit,” I thought.
But I was amazed at his thorough knowledge of certain subjects. I realized that he knew far more than I did
about Kandyan dancing. Perhaps he had acquired this knowledge through his long residence in the Kandyan area.
He spoke of the dancer Gunaya or the drummer Ukkuwa as if he had associated with them closely and knew them
personally. One day, comparing the dancing of Gunaya with that of Kiri Ganithaya he made such perceptive
criticisms that he evoked my secret admiration. Besides I was ashamed by my own ignorance of such subjects.
“What Ranmala is doing is quite wrong, isn’t it?” he asked me once quite suddenly.
Not knowing what he was talking about I was momentarily taken aback.
“The man is corrupting our Kandyan dance forms,” he continued. “Is it right that he should degrade our
national art for the benefit of some tourists who come to the big hotels?”
It made me smile to hear him, a Burgher, refer to Kandyan dance as “our national art” but I realized almost immediately that I was wrong to laugh at him. If Burghers who had lived in Ceylon for several generations wanted
to stake a claim to our cultural heritage what was wrong with that? It was rare enough to fmd, even in a Sinhalese,
that kind of concern or involvement.
“No, it’s not right that they should adulterate tradition. Tourists should be shown indigenous art,” I said on that
occasion, trying not to display my ignorance.
“Why don’t you write radio plays now, Premaratne? I haven’t heard one in a long while.”
To this question, frequently asked by Van der Bona, I invariably replied that I had no time for creative writing.
*
It was nearly three years now since I had joined the Broadcasting Corporation. It was true that prior to this I
had written plays and directed programmes. In fact, I got the job because of my experience in radio work. I joined
the Corporation in the hope that I would find more opportunities for such activities. But what happened was completely the opposite. From nine in the morning till noon I sat in my office attending to letters and other administrative chores such as drawing up programme schedules. In the afternoons till five or six I was engaged in the work
of the studios.
One day, Van der Bona made a suggestion.
“Come to Galaha for a holiday,” he said. “It is quiet there and much cooler than Colombo. I will see to all your
needs. You are entitled to over a month’s vacation every year. So why not make use of it?”
It struck me then that I had not taken any leave since I joined Radio Ceylon. I had not taken leave because I
had not known what to do with it. I had often thought of going somewhere on a vacation with my wife and child.
But since the expenditure for such a project was considerable I kept postponing it.
This was the first time that an invitation such as Van der Bona’s had come my way. How good it would be if
we could all three go there, I thought to myself.
But Van der Bona was a bachelor and I realized that it would not be fair to descend on him with my family.
Besides I did not know him too well. He had invited me, and that too in order to offer me a chance to write. If I
accepted his invitation I felt I should go alone.
I told my wife, Sumana, of Van der Bona’s invitation.
“Go, Prema, you need a holiday. You work too hard. Everybody keeps telling me that you are growing thin,”
she said.
“I wasn’t thinking of going there for just a vacation. I must write something. Ever since I accepted this damned
job I’ve had no time for writing.”
“Yes, that’s true. If you go on like this you may soon forget how to write. Even my friends ask me why your
plays no longer come over the air. They liked your earlier work very much.”
“I’d prefer it if all three of us could go.”
My conscience pricked me that I had not taken my wife on a vacation for so many years. Her work as a school
teacher and the work of the household taxed her considerably and I realized that a holiday was essential for her
too. It struck me then that she had grown considerably thinner.
“We can all go together some other time. We’ll have to wait for the school holidays for that. You go on this trip
since you’ve already had an invitation. Come back with at least one play written,” she said cheerfully.
Her words gave me some relief. I was able to tell myself that I was going not on a vacation but to do some
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work. I had already worked out the basic plots for several plays. I knew of course that after so long it would not
be easy to get down to the actual job of writing. But if I could at least make a start, then I felt I could come back
home and continue with it.
*
Van der Bona was the superintendent of a tea estate named Dalcombe Estate situated about five miles from
Galaha. I got off at Peradeniya railway station and took a taxi to the estate. It was about seven-thirty in the evening when I arrived there.
He was waiting at home for me.
“Why did you waste money on a taxi? If you had told me you were coming up by train I would have met you
at the station,” he said. Since I was already going to be the recipient of his hospitality I had not wanted to bother
him further and so had merely mentioned that I was coming to Galaha that evening, without giving details.
Van der Bona’s house, like that of all tea estate superintendents, was equipped with every comfort. It suddenly
struck me that he was probably able to keep it so well because he did not have any children to mess it up. But then
he did not have a wife either. All the work of the household was probably done by a man-servant.
Or was it a maid? I thought it might be a maid because everything in the household seemed to suggest a feminine touch. Men servants were lazy and knew nothing of order and cleanliness.
But I found it hard to believe that Van der Bona being a bachelor would keep a maid as his household help.
Perhaps his man-servant was as good as a woman at household tasks. I recalled the servant boy in our household.
He, of course, knew nothing of cleanliness or order.
My curiosity to see Van der Bona’s servant was soon satisfied. We chatted for a while in the living room, then
he took me inside.
“I’ve got a room ready for you, Prema. You can write at leisure here,” he said.
The room he had set apart for me immediately appealed to me. It was as if he had planned it to create the
environment needed for writing. On one side was a beautiful writing desk. Van der Bona pressed a switch and the
light on the writing table came on. The way in which it illuminated one part of the table and cast a modulated
glow on the rest of the room caught my imagination and I felt I could very easily sit down there and write with
concentration.
“Here’s a writing table for you. When you look out of the window during the day you can see the distant hills.
It’s a beautiful view.”
Beside the table was a small bookcase. I was particularly pleased to see there a volume of the complete works
of Maupassant. Although I had read a number of Maupassant’s short stories I had never had the opportunity to
read his longer works which many people praised. Even if I do nothing else I can at least enjoy my vacation reading those stories, I thought to myself.
The bed at the other side of the room was equally pleasing. Looking at it I felt the comforting sensation of
warmth that the cool climate of Galaha called for. On a small cupboard by the bed-head was yet another electric
light. How pleasant it would be to lie in bed and read till I fell asleep, I thought.
I liked to read in bed. At home, too, I was used to doing so. But since I did not have a bedside light my eyes
soon ached.
Suddenly, a man in a sarong and a long-sleeved white shirt appeared and stood silently by the door.
“Sarana, you know this gentleman don’t you?” Van der Bona asked him. “You hear him often on the radio. You
must have listened to some of his plays. This gentleman has come here to write some plays. If he writes a good
one it will be a great honor to us, too. We can listen to it on the radio, and tell ourselves that it was written here.
You must look after this gentleman well. Bring him a cup of tea when he gets up in the morning. At other times
inquire if he needs any tea or orange juice and see that he gets it. Did you put a clean towel out in the bath room?”
“I was about to do so sir,” said Sarana in a shrinking tone. “What time would you like dinner?”
“There’s no hurry yet. Are you hungry?” Van der Bona asked me.
“No, let’s eat later. I had a sandwich on the train around five.”
*
As Van der Bona was introducing me I observed his servant.
I could not understand why my friend described me in such glowing terms to him. I doubted whether Sarana
ever listened to the radio, let alone to my plays. I did not see even a flicker of interest on his face at the mention of
those things.
Sarana appeared to me to be a foolish stolid-looking peasant. He had the broad jaw bones, prominent cheek
bones and square face common to many people in the hill country. It was difficult to tell his age. His teeth were
discolored and slightly protruding. But this could be the result not of age but of constant betel-chewing.
His hair which was combed back and tied in a small knot had no more than two or three gray strands. A few
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wrinkles on his face and some prominent veins on his hands gave him a rather mature appearance. I decided,
however, that he could not be more than thirty-five years old.
I had washed, changed and had been lying down on the bed for a while when I heard Van der Bona call me. He
was seated in the living room. On a small table were two bottles of beer and a bottle of gin. There were also a
couple of bottles of what looked like tonic water.
“Shall we have a drink Prema? You must be tired,” he said.
“Yes I’ll have some beer. I’m very thirsty,” I said.
While we were drinking, Sarana appeared once or twice bringing in some dishes of fried baal messa and some
sliced radish. I had never eaten radish as an hors-d’oeuvre so I asked Van der Bona what it was when he held out
the plate to me.
“It’s one of Sarana’s ideas. It is radish. I don’t know where he learned it. But it is very good with drinks.”
We sat talking till late into the night. Van der Bona, though he was a planter, did not spend his time at the club
playing billiards or poker like the rest of his friends. He could make intelligent conversation whether it was
politics, economics or space research. I saw that he had read almost all the important literature published recently
in English. I, who should have been better read than him on this subject, was familiar only with the reviews that
had appeared in journals.
However, hearing him talk of Sinhala literature and Ceylonese arts and crafts I often wondered whether there
was not something false or phoney about his interest. Such doubts arose in me perhaps because of my tenacious
belief that a Burgher like him could not possibly feel a sincere attraction towards things Ceylonese.
I told myself that it was time I discarded my doubts. In spite of my efforts, however, these inner doubts seemed
to strengthen rather than diminish. I could never figure out whether the opinions be expressed about a subject like
Kandyan dancing, were those he had picked up from someone else and merely repeated, or whether they sprang
from his own inner convictions.
I wondered whether what Van der Bona was trying to do, was to assert that though he was a Burgher he was
also a Ceylonese and that though he could not consider himself heir to the total heritage of Mother Lanka he could
at least claim some part of it. In short he was asking not to be treated as a foreigner but. to be given a place in this
island. If so, I told myself, I should feel a sense of sympathy and respect towards him rather than attempt to decry
his efforts.
“Shall we eat?” he asked and I glanced at the time. I was surprised to find that it was ten minutes to twelve.
How quickly time had passed!
“Yes, let’s eat. It is already very late,” I said. Van der Bona then called out:
“Sarana! Dinner!”
*
Immediately, Sarana, carrying a dish of rice in one hand and a dish of curry in the other, appeared from
nowhere like the genie of Aladdin’s lamp.
Where had he been all this while? Had he just sat around till so late in the night with the dinner all prepared
waiting for his master’s summons?
Or had he been asleep?
How, then, could he have appeared so promptly carrying two dishes in his hands?
He made several trips to and from the kitchen, and the manner in which he miraculously brought forth various
dishes and placed them on the table was truly amazing. The food was steaming hot as if it had just come off the
fire. How had he kept the food hot and yet waited so long for us?
He had prepared a dish of yellow rice for the main course. I do not know whether it was my tiredness, or the
cool climate, or the beer I had drunk, but that rice seemed so flavorful to me, that it sent waves of pleasure coursing through my veins.
“Your cook is excellent,” I said admiringly. Van der Bona’s face lit up.
“I call this ‘Sarana’s Special’!” he said. “Whenever an important guest arrives he produces this dish. I don’t
have to tell him.”
Sarana was standing silently by. His face showed no sign of response to my praise. For some time we ate
silently.
“Are you not dancing in a Suvisi Vivarana ceremony in the next few days?” Van der Bona asked Sarana
suddenly.
Realizing that I was taken aback by the question, Van der Bona smiled. In fact I had turned to look at Sarana in
some surprise. His face had a look I had not seen before. What had seemed faded and stolid was suddenly alight
with new life. His sunken eye-balls seemed straining to jumps out of their sockets.
“Yes, there is one next Poya day. Not the Poya that falls in a day or two but the following full moon night.” At
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every word his body seemed to quiver with excitement.
“A pity; isn’t there one earlier than that? We must take this gentleman to see you perform,” Van der Bona said
glancing at me.
“Is Sarana a dancer?”
“Sarana is a very famous dancer. There is not a village in this neighborhood which will perform a Suvisi
Vivarana ceremony without him.” He replied.
“Very good. I have never seen that ceremony performed. We don’t have them in our area. I would very much
like to see Sarana dance. Next time, I’ll come up specially to see a performance.”
I awoke the next morning with a sense of tremendous well-being in body and mind. I opened my eyes and
spent a long time just lying in bed listening. Apart from the distant barking of a dog and the cawing of a crow
there was no sound. I got out of bed and looked at the time. It was twenty past eight.
Just then Sarana entered with a cup of tea. The only sounds he could have heard from my room were the rustle
as I stepped out of bed and the light shuffle of my slippered feet.
“Is your master awake.” I asked him.
“Yes, he went to work a long time ago,” he said with a slight smile. “He leaves by seven-thirty every day.” It
was then that I remembered that work on plantations began at down.
I had just completed my morning wash and finished dressing when Sarana arrived again in my room to say that
breakfast was ready.
*
I finished breakfast, sat at my table and began to write. I started working on a theme I had long had in mind for
a radio play. About ten-thirty I began to feel quite thirsty. It would be good if I could have drink.
At that very moment Sarana appeared with a glass of grapefruit. It struck me how fortunate my friend was to
obtain the services of a man like Sarana. He seemed born for domestic service. He could sense instinctively his
master’s needs. It was unnecessary to order him. Even before one could make a request, Sarana had anticipated it
and complied with it.
He seemed to me a man who did not have any private life or individuality apart from his role of domestic
servant. His mind seemed totally conditioned to servitude and born of servitude. If he conceived an affection or
loyalty to a person, he seemed like the type who would soon allow himself to be transformed into a mere shadow
of that person.
I could not understand how such a person could also be an artist. After all, hard work never produced an artist.
An artist must necessarily have some kind of individuality. I even began to have doubts about the truth of Van der
Bona’s statements about Sarana. When he arrived with the glass of juice, therefore, I was tempted to question him
about his private life.
Even after half an hour’s conversation what I learned about him was infmitesimal. I rarely got a direct answer
to a question. He gave me to understand that he was only one of the less important dancers at the Suvisi Vivarana
ceremony and at the village temple. Van der Bona had made him out to be one of the best dancers in the entire
region. If so, why had he not confined himself to his profession as a dancer instead of taking to domestic service?
“Is it difficult for you, Sarana, to make a living out of dancing? Are you forced to take on other jobs?” I asked
him frankly. He smiled foolishly at me as if he totally missed the seriousness of my question.
“One or two people hold land from the Tooth temple. They just perform once a year at the annual perabera at
Kandy. They’ve enjoyed those lands for generations.”
“Do you often get invited for performances?”
“No, very rarely. Now not even as much as formerly. For the last three or four months there have been no
ceremonies.”
I realized then that the facts about Sarana were in reality quite different to what my friend had made them out
to be. It was almost as if it was a matter of great pride for him to claim to have a famous Kandyan dancer as his
domestic servant.
Did he speak in that way without any real knowledge of Sarana’s position?
Or had he just not bothered to fmd out the true facts about Sarana’s life?
Was it merely that he obtained a vicarious pleasure playing the role of a feudal chieftain in claiming that he
had a skilled dancer as part of his domestic retinue?
*
About six months later, I happened to meet Van der Bona again in Colombo.
“Come with me to Galaha,” he suggested. “It is time to write a new play. The other one was very good. Sarana
still talks about it.”
On the last occasion I had written two plays, one complete, the other in outline. When I knew it was going to
108

be broadcast I had written to Van der Bona asking him to listen in. He had done so and had later written to me
praising it.
I realized that unless I went away to some place like that to write, I would never get any useful work done.
Sumana, who also liked what I had written the last time, agreed with me heartily.
“Go away for three or four days once in a while and write something. Then you’ll get some satisfaction.
Otherwise you’ll soon tire of this job.”
I hesitated to make a convenience of Van der Bona’s hospitality but I felt that his invitation to me was sincere.
It was also convenient to go up in his car. I therefore took three days’ leave which together with the weekend gave
me a five-day break and set off with Van der Bona.
*
It was on that occasion that I learned that Sarana had become a film fan. One night he did not come to serve at
dinner. Seeing Van der Bona himself go into the kitchen to serve out the meal I went to help him.
“Don’t bother, Prema. The man cooks everything, puts the dishes out, lays the table before he leaves. I have
only to dish out the food,” he said as I walked into the kitchen.
“Where is he? Has he gone home for a dance ceremony?”
“No. He has gone to the cinema.”
“Does Sarana go to films?” I asked in surprise. Van der Bona laughed.
“He is mad about films now. He sees every single new film that comes out. What is more, he reads all the film
magazines. Come this way a minute.”
He took me to the back of the house. In front of the kitchen adjoining the pantry was a small room.
“This is his room,” said Van der Bona opening the door and walking in. On the jute bed on which Sarana slept,
I saw several magazines with pictures of actresses on their covers. Furthermore, the walls were covered with pinups of film stars cut from magazines and newspapers. I laughed when I saw them.
“Well, well, our Kandyan dancer has now become a film addict. It’s hard to believe,” I said.
“It doesn’t matter after all. The man is an artist himself. Now that he doesn’t get much of a chance to dance I
thought it would be good for him to get some satisfaction from this sort of thing. He goes at least twice a week.
He never misses a new film.”
“How did he first get involved with this?”
“I once went to Weerabaddana’s film Maya. It was the first Sinhala film I had seen. It was very good, wasn’t
it? So I thought I would send Sarana to see it the next day. That was when he first acquired a taste for films.
However, he doesn’t care for all types of films. You should hear him come home and criticize them.”
That night at dinner Van der Bona spoke only of Sinhala films. Just as he knew novelists and playwrights, he
knew a lot about directors, producers, film actors and actresses.
I was sure he must have acquired this information in conversations with Sarana. I did not ask him whether he
had seen any other Sinhala films since Maya. But I was surprised and could not understand why he should take
pride in displaying detailed knowledge of the trashy fi1ms that had mushroomed overnight and nobody thought
much of.
As for me I not only knew nothing about them, but felt it a waste of time to even discuss them. I concluded
that Van der Bona talked of films in the same way in which he discussed other important subjects, perhaps
because he knew so little about them.
*
One day when Van der Bona was in his office, Sarana came into my room. He did not come to bring me the
usual food or drink, so I looked at him curiously. He had a cutting from a magazine in his hand.
“Sir, they say here that they want Kandyan dancers for a film. Just look at this sir,” he said handing me the
cutting.
It contained an advertisement to that effect. I took some time to figure out what it was he wanted.
“Well, what about it?” I asked.
“I was thinking of sending an application. We have little chance of betterment unless we get something like
that. What future is there for us hanging around here in the backwoods dancing the Suvisi Vivarana or an occasional Kankariya? If you would put in a word for me, sir, I think I could get the job.”
I thought for a moment, unsure of what to say.
“I don’t know any of these film people. Didn’t you ask Mr Van der Bona about it?”
“Please, sir, don’t mention the matter to him. He won’t like it at all because it would mean giving up my job
here. It’s true he cannot manage without me, but then, how can I stay like this forever?”
“I don’t think Mr. Van der Bona will stand in the way of your progress, Sarana.”
“It’s not much use telling him anyway. There’s little he can do. Only you can help me in this matter. Since you
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work on the radio you must meet artists and film people.”
“Well, I’ll see if I can get in touch with someone in the company which put in the advertisement. But I won’t
promise anything. These are things one cannot do in a hurry. In any case, send in your application. If you don’t get
it this time round you might still have a chance on another occasion,” I said, hoping for a little breathing space.
When Sarana left I couldn’t help laughing. It struck me afterwards that this might not be just a matter for
amusement. If he were to get a false sense of his own talent it might lead not to his betterment but to disaster.
But how could I tell him that? If, as Van der Bona claimed, he was in fact a skilled dancer, then may be he
could render better service to society in other ways than by spending a life-time in domestic service? I could not
make up my mind one way or the other, since I had not seen him dance.
In spite of what Sarana said, I felt I should speak to Van der Bona about him. If Van der Bona was the cause of
Sarana’s misplaced ambitions then it was his duty to reveal the truth to his servant. Besides, I could then impress
on Van der Bona the dangerous effects of such ideas on Sarana’s future life.
“What is this transfonnation that has come over Sarana?” I asked him that evening.
“What transformation?” he asked, as if not expecting my question. I described the incident of Sarana showing
me the advertisement and his subsequent request to me.
Van der Bona laughed.
“Take no notice of those things. The man has got a touch of ‘film madness,’ that’s all.”
“But if, as you say, he is a good dancer it is worthwhile finding him some such opening. I may not be able to
obtain an acting role in films for him, but I have a programme on the radio called Unknown Artists. I could
present him one day on that programme. That might give him something of an opening.”
“There’s no harm in that. You can interview him on the radio. It would be a great honor for me, too,” he said
laughing.
“But I must know first whether he is in fact a good dancer. The people I have interviewed up to now on that
programme have been first rate, even though they were tucked away in distant corners. It would be best if we
could see him dance. But then, you are a man who knows a lot about this subject. I could take your word for it.”
“I’ve never seen the fellow dance myself. Do you think I would waste my time staying up nights to see his
Suvisi Vivarana and Kankari ceremonies?”
For a moment I was speechless. All my doubts about Van der Bona arose again. It was clear to me now, how
his mind worked. All he wanted was to create the appearance of being a great lover of Sinhala art.
I realized that all his information about Kandyan dancers must have been picked up from others. His knowledge of literature and drama too could hardly be any different. I even began to doubt the sincerity of the motives
that prompted him to invite me to his home.
“If you don’t know anything about his skill, then I’m certainly not prepared to present him on my programme.
I should have to see him dance, otherwise I would have to lie. Besides, the man might get more false ideas about
himself then.”
“Don’t take this matter so seriously, Prema,” he said, patting me on the back as if admonishing a child (he was
in fact ten or twelve years older than me). “This chap’s crazy ideas will vanish after a while. They probably occur
to him when he sees you. Forget it all and write another radio play like the last one.”
Although Van der Bona glossed over the matter, doubts continued to lurk in my mind. His speech and actions
so far as they related to Sarana seemed to me totally lacking in responsibility.
*
My next visit to Van der Bona’s house was not in order to write but just to enjoy a vacation.
I had spent two weeks in hospital for an operation. Van der Bona had heard of my illness on one of his visits to
Colombo and came to see me in hospital. I felt that I might have misjudged him. Whatever his original motives
may have been for inviting me, I realized on that occasion that his affection for me was sincere. I blamed myself
strongly for having entertained the idea that his invitation to me had been merely to satisfy some false pride.
He not only came to see me but invited me to come up to Galaha for a few weeks’ convalescence once I left
hospital. The doctors, too, advised me to take at least a weeks rest in a pleasant climate. I accepted his invitation.
I remembered, on my way there, the request Sarana had made to me on my previous visit. Perhaps he had
forgotten it by now. But what should I tell him if he did happen to ask me? I decided to free myself of all responsibility by telling him frankly that I had no power whatever to do anything for him in this matter.
However, Sarana made no mention of it. It was as if, in the past months, the matter had been totally obliterated. Come to think of it, it was nearly a year now since that last visit. Although we in the cities find that time
passes quickly, for one living in this environment the whole incident must seem to have occurred a very long time
ago.
I learned, however, of another reason for his loss of interest in the matter. This was something totally unexpec110

ted.
Sarana was to be married shortly.
Van der Bona told me this news as if it were some marvelously mysterious event. It was as if he were
describing the love affair or secret liaison of a famous poet or musician.
“Love has entered the life of our artist,” he began with a smile on his face. I looked at him with interest,
anxious to hear more details.
“He has found a girl,” he said.
“Really?”
“Yes, yes, he plans to get married soon.”
I thought that a marriage had been arranged with a girl from his village. One who had a small piece of land and
perhaps a house. If so, it would be a good thing for Sarana, I thought. I asked Van der Bona about it.
“Are you joking? It’s not anything like that. This is not the traditional arranged affair. It is a case of love at fIrst
sight. She’s not a village woman. In fact she is a very attractive creature; she must be from Colombo. You should
see the way she dresses!” Van der Bona said boastfully.
At the dinner table I glanced several times quite observantly at Sarana. He had an innocent foolish look about
him. His humble manner was apparent in every gesture. It was a mystery to me how a beautiful woman, as Van
der Bona claimed she was, one who had grown up in a city environment, could possibly be attracted to a man like
him. Whatever his mental deficiencies, if he had even the physical attractiveness to ensnare a woman I might not
have been surprised. But he didn’t.
However, who can tell the intricacies of a woman’s mind? A woman falls in love with a man for reasons far
different to what we imagine. What different types of men have proved attractive to women? Don’t the blind and
the lame, too, win women’s hearts? Is there not a story in the jatakas about a woman who left her strong sturdy
husband to go with a legless cripple?
Debating thus, I reassured myself. But I still had a burning curiosity to see Sarana’s fiancée. At first I was
reluctant to press Van der Bona for further information, thinking that I might give the impression of being unduly
interested in other people’s private affairs. I therefore worked round to the subject.
“Where does Sarana’s fiancée live? Is she around here?” I asked.
“Yes. If you like I’ll show her to you,” he replied at once. “She lives in Veluppillai’s house—the tea-maker.
.His house is just below there. It’s not two months since she came as a domestic servant there.”
In the evening we walked past Veluppillai’s house. But nobody was to be seen. After about half-an-hour’s
walk, we returned again on the same road. Just then a woman carrying a two-year-old child on her hip appeared at
the gate. I was immediately reminded of the cover girls on newspapers such as the Sandarasa, or the Alokaya, but
whether it was because of her clothes or the manner in which she had made up her face or how she did her hair I
could not defmitely say. She was dressed in a gray blouse with a beautifully contrasted red sari. Although her
figure was not too attractive (in fact her hips were large and her stomach slightly flabby) she seemed to me to
have sufficient feminine charm to make up for these slight inadequacies. She turned her head and the look she
flung at me from the corner of her eye made my heart quiver. I stared at her unblinking for several seconds.
As we passed her I glanced at Van der Bona. He had bent his head and was staring at the ground as he walked.
“There she is,” whispered Van der Bona.
“Is she Sarana’s girl?” I asked amazed.
“Yes, yes, she’s the one. What do you think of her? His taste is not too bad, eh? Though he looks such an uneducated peasant his taste is quite that of an artist.”
I did not reply.
I could hardly believe that Van der Bona could have been so naïve. That an intelligent well-informed man like
him should speak so astounded me. For my part, I was moved by a strong sense of concern for Sarana, and a sense
of fear for his future.
How could he marry a woman like that and continue to live in his village? Though a domestic servant, it was
clear that she had the tastes and values of a city girl fed on film fare. How would she suit a man like Sarana? How
could she do the work of a wife in a village household?
That was if you looked at it from Sarana’s point of view. From her angle, too, I wondered why she should
marry a man like Sarana. Considering her good looks she should not find it too difficult to find a husband from
among the young men of the city.
*
I felt it would not be wrong to question Sarana frankly about this matter. It was too late to stop him now. But
perhaps it would not be useless to bring certain problems to his notice even at this stage. I congratulated him on
his engagement to begin the conversation.
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“Well Sarana, it’s a good thing you’ve decided to marry and settle down,” I said.
He looked down shyly and said nothing.
“Do you plan to live in your village once you are married?”
“No, there’s no way of living in the village. I must have a job.”
“How will you manage? It will be difficult to continue here in this job?”
“We plan to stay this way for a short time. She’s to continue working there, I to stay here. She is acquainted
with a film director. He has asked her to come for a part in one of his films. So I also hope to get some kind of an
acting role in it. I’m told they plan to introduce some Kandyan dancers in it. I showed you sir, an advertisement
some time ago …”
“Is it the same director who put in that earlier advertisement? It’s a very long time now since it appeared.”
“No, this is someone else. Just wait a minute, I’ll show you something,” he said and ran towards the kitchen.
I waited, amazed. Sarana quickly returned with a magazine which specialized in gossip about film-stars and
showed me a photograph in it.
I recognized the face of the girl he was going to marry.
“After the director had seen this picture he made inquiries about Nandawathie. She will be called up very soon.
They are starting a new film. Then we plan to go to Colombo and settle down there.”
Should I at this point give Sarana any advice? Was it not my duty to do so? Whether he accepted it or not,
should I not honestly tell him that such a marriage was unlikely to bring him happiness? But Sarana’s next words
totally absolved me of any such responsibility.
“Sir, don’t tell the master just yet, but our marriage has already been registered—two weeks ago.”
His face had an expression of sheer happiness. I expressed my congratulations and promised not to tell Van der
Bona.
*
I decided then to forget Sarana’s affairs and enjoy my vacation. I slept as late as I pleased and when I woke I
lay in bed; read, fell asleep again, and spent my days lazily. Apart from taking an hour’s walk in the morning and
a half hour’s walk in the evenings I did not step out of the house. Van der Bona, too, left me on my own. If I was
asleep, he ate alone. On several days we would see each other only at dinner.
Sarana was not to be seen around much either. Van der Bona informed me one such evening that Sarana’s
fiancée had been taken ill and that Sarana had gone to see her in hospital and would be late getting back.
I had decided to take the train down from Kandy on the morning of the Poya day. On that day, instead of lazing
around in bed as usual, I arose early and began packing my clothes. I went down for breakfast with Van der Bona.
I cannot remember whether Sarana was there at the time. Quite often he would put the tea things on the table and
leave.
After breakfast, Van der Bona picked up some papers and went into his room. I sat down in the living room
and began reading the newspaper. At about eleven I heard a strange sound from the direction of the garage. At
first I thought it was the cry of a bull. There must be one around nearby, I thought, and continued to read my
paper. I had heard bulls that were being led for slaughter or for branding bellow like that.
Although the sound seemed at first to be far off it began to draw slowly nearer. Once or twice I put down the
paper and listened. The sound was becoming more and more frightening. I got up from my chair and was about to
call Van der Bona when he came out of his room.
His face had a look of terror. His room was close to the garage, so the sound emanating from it must have been
very distinct.
“What is that noise?” he whispered.
“Yes, I was wondering what it was myself.” His appearance upset me, too.
“It’s coming from the garage. Let’s find out,” he said, walking in that direction. “Where is Sarana? Sarana!” he
called, going towards the garage.
On the cold cement floor of the garage, beside the car, Sarana lay sprawled. He breathed with great difficulty.
Each time he breathed, that terrible sound we had heard came from his partially-open lips. He was foaming at the
sides of his mouth.
I touched him. His body was cold and on shaking it I found it stiff. By his head was a half-empty bottle of
insecticide.
“We must rush him to the hospital,” I said.
Van der Bona stared dumbly as if not knowing what to do. There was a look of sheer terror on his face.
“Must we take him to the hospital? Can’t we get the apothecary on the estate to see him first?”
“The apothecary will say the same thing. There’s nothing we can do by standing around here. His body is
almost lifeless already.”
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“Then let’s inform the police. How do we know what the man has done?”
“If you wait to do all that he will die. Quick, put on a shirt. Let’s take him to Kandy. They will inform the
police there at the hospital.”
Van der Bona was still standing staring blankly, so I took him by the hand and pushed him into the house.
“Hurry, hurry,” I said and went into the house to change into a shirt and a pair of trousers.
Lifting Sarana into the car was not an easy task. We could not put him on to the seat in the sitting position. His
body was completely inert.
“Shall I get someone to help?” I asked.
Van der Bona flared at me.
“We don’t want anybody. If the neighbors hear of this, what a disgrace it will be,” he said and using all his
strength he lifted Sarana, ordered me to sit behind, folded the front seat and put Sarana’s feet on it, put his head on
my lap and in this manner got him in lengthwise into the car.
Van der Bona drove in silence. One phrase, however, kept forming on his lips.
“I don’t know what this goat has gone and done to himself.”
His earlier fears now appeared to have turned into anger. The incident had shattered the order, the quiet of his
daily routine, and this I thought was probably the cause of his impatience.
“Has anything happened to that girl? Didn’t he say she had been taken to hospital?”
But Van der Bona drove on without replying as if he had not heard my question. Fortunately, the officer in
charge of the Out Patient’s Department happened to be a friend of Van der Bona’s. He immediately ordered that
Sarana be taken to the emergency unit and mentioned something about “stomach wash.” It was not considered
necessary to inform the police.
*
We stayed about an hour. Later, we learned that the patient had regained consciousness and that he was out of
danger. When Van der Bona suggested we return, I asked whether we should inquire about Sarana’s girl friend—
in fact his wife.
“I don’t want to get mixed up in any of that. What a disgrace it is,” he replied.
“But don’t you think we should fmd out why this man drank insecticide?”
“Who knows whether the girl has deserted him.” I wanted to say that she was his wife but kept silent because
of my promise to Sarana.
“Didn’t he say she had been taken to the hospital, sick?”
“We don’t know about that either—whether she has gone back or is still there. Why should we go into those
matters?' .
“Then let’s ask Veluppillai. If you don’t wish to, I will go and ask him.”
“Don’t. Don’t. It’s not necessary. Let them look after their own affairs. If you wish, I will fmd out if the girl is
still at Veluppillai’s. I’ll ask the gardener and he will get the information for me.”
It was about three in the afternoon by the time we got back home. I decided to postpone my trip to Colombo by
a day or two.
“What will we eat for lunch now? What a nuisance! The things this idiot does! I shall sack him. I will find
another servant,” said Van der Bona angrily.
I wondered how Van der Bona would manage without Sarana. It was clear that he was already beginning to
feel his absence.
“We can eat whatever there is. Some bread or something. Why bother about food?” I said to soothe him.
But I know that Van der Bona would want everything to be as usual. When there was the slightest inadequacy
in the meal he would frown. If the meat was a little tough he would scold Sarana or get up and leave the table.
We found when we looked in the kitchen, however, that Sarana had cooked curry and rice for lunch. Since
there was also in addition a piece of roast beef, Van der Bona admitted that there would be no problem about
dinner either. Sarana had obviously taken his decision to commit suicide after having planned and organized
everything in advance. There must then have been some serious cause for his anguish; I was very curious to find
out what it was.
“The girl is no longer at Veluppillai’s,” said Van der Bona that same evening.
“I wonder whether she is still in hospital?”
“I don’t know. I can’t understand what they are doing. I shall be unpopular with my neighbors in future
because of this man.”
*
The next day when Van der Bona went to his office I took a bus to the hospital. I had a gnawing doubt within
me that Veluppillai’s maid servant might have died. If not, why should Sarana be driven to commit such a terrible
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act? It wouldn’t be surprising if a man like Sarana could not bear that kind of tragedy.
I realized that to get any information about this girl I would have to enlist the help of someone I knew. However, I did not see a single familiar face around. Even the admitting officer was a different man to the one who had
been there the previous day.
After looking around for about half an hour I fmally went up to the Inquiries\fn{ Information.} counter. The
young man seated at the counter replied to inquiries without so much as turning his head. As a result, nobody
understood a word he said. Visitors who inquired about patients and the wards they were in, were totally confused
by his answers and stood about, not knowing how to proceed.
Realizing that it was little use talking to him, I walked around the counter and entered the office. I went up to a
girl seated at a desk who looked like a nurse.
“Forgive me for troubling you,” I said with extreme politeness. “I need some information about a patient. It’s
not about an illness … it’s some personal information.” I spoke the last sentence with an air of importance. The
nurse looked me over curiously.
“Are you from the C.I.D.?” she asked.” It was an unexpected question but I decided to turn it to my advantage.
“I have to conduct an inquiry into a small matter. You don’t have to tell too many people,” I whispered in her
ear.
She became interested immediately. She addressed the young man at the Inquiries counter.
“Take this gentleman and look up the Admission register. Help him to find the information he wants.” The
youth took me to the Registrar’s office.
“What is the patient's name?”
“Nandawathie,” I said, remembering one of the two names inscribed beneath the photograph Sarana had
shown me.
“How can we find someone if you just say the name is Nandawathie?' said the young man smiling contemptuously at me. “Don’t you know the full name?”
“No, I don’t know the full name.”
“Well then, do you know the date on which the patient entered?”
“As a matter of face I don’t even know that. It. was after the thirteenth. Just check the lists for a few days after
the thirteenth.”
“How do you expect us to do that? There are four to five hundred names daily entered in this register. If you
don’t even know the day the patient entered how is one to find this information?” The youth had begun to speak
again in the manner he adopted at the inquiry desk. I assumed an authoritative tone.
“I came here for an inquiry, understand. It is because we do not have the information that we are trying to find
out these facts. If you cannot do this job go and inform the lady at the desk.”
He seemed somewhat subdued by my tone. I saw him silently examine the register and laughed to myself at
the role I had assumed.
“There are several Nandawathies,” he said. “It couldn’t be someone who entered the maternity ward could it?”
“No, it couldn’t be … still, see whether there is anyone by that name there.”
“There is a Nandawathie of Batalawatte who entered the maternity ward on the twelfth.”
“Is she still here? Could I go and check on her? I will have to check on all those by the name of Nandawathie
who entered during the last few days. There is no other way to find out the information I want.”
“Well, the person referred to here has had her baby and left two days ago.”
Then it couldn’t be the woman I’m looking for, I thought. However, as I could get no further clues I decided to
inquire further into that case.
“What is her address? If she came for a confmement she must have given the husband’s name.” The young
man smiled his normal contemptuous smile.
“Who knows what names they give for their husbands? When we ask them they just come out with whatever
comes to their minds first.”
“See what name is entered there.”
“The husband’s name as given here is Sarana. The address is Dalcombe Estate, Galaha.” I could barely conceal
my amazement.
“Then it cannot be the person I want. Sorry for troubling you. I’ll come back once I get more information on
her case,” I said and left the hospital hurriedly.
*
I walked around the bookshops in Kandy, had some lunch and returned to Galaha around five in the evening.
Van der Bona had come back from the office and was reading the papers in the living room.
“There, he has come,” he said to me.
114

“Who?”
“That fellow Sarana. They’ve discharged him from hospital. The fool! If he wanted to commit suicide he could
have gone home to his village and done it. He didn’t have to do it here.”
“Is he well now?”
“I didn’t ask him. He doesn’t appear to have anything the matter with him now.”
The daily routine at Van der Bona’s was resumed. There was no sign that anything untoward had happened.
Although I had a strong desire to clarify the whole episode with Sarana, Van der Bona suggested that I should not
talk to him about it, so I did not. I did not tell Van der Bona the information I had obtained at the hospital.
“The girl must have gone off with someone else. That’s probably why he tried to kill himself. It’s a good thing
if he forgets all this nonsense, even at this stage, and settles down to his job here,” said Van der Bona.
*
From then on I did not see Van der Bona for a long time. I learnt only that he had married suddenly. If so, I
assumed he must have dispensed with Sarana’s services.
I had to go to Kandy again one Wesak night in order to record a programme of carols which were to be sung
from a boat on the lake. On that occasion I telephoned Van der Bona from Kandy.
“What’s this I hear? So you did it all very secretly without informing any of us! … However, I’m very happy
indeed,” I said congratulating him on his marriage. “I didn’t want to bother other people. But when are you coming this way again? Do come and stay as you used to do in the old days. Bring your wife along, too, now that I’m
no longer a bachelor. Kusuma is also anxious to meet you.”
I realized on hearing the name that he had married a Sinhalese woman. It was probably a further step motivated by his conscious or perhaps unconscious desire to “belong” to the Sinhalese race, I thought.
“It’s a little difficult to come today. I came up to record a programme of Wesak carols. I must get back tonight.
I’ll take three or four days’ leave and come up another time with the family.”
“Can’t you drop in on your way down to Colombo tonight? Come and see Sarana. He’s our family astrologer
now. What time do you expect to finish your work?”
“About eight or nine tonight. I had intended to go straight down to Colombo.” Van der Bona’s story that Sarana had become an astrologer aroused my curiosity.
“Why don’t you come here instead, and stay here tonight? You can visit Sarana in the morning.”
“Why, is Sarana not living with you?”
“No, but he lives close by. I’ll tell you all about it.”
*
It was about ten that night when I finished the radio programme and reached Galaha. Van der Bona and his
wife had kept dinner for me. Van der Bona’s wife, though she spoke faultless English, appeared to me to have
been brought up in a traditional Sinhalese home. It was clear she was soon to be a mother.
There was a new servant in a white tunic coat to serve at table. A middle-aged fat woman was laying out the
dishes in the pantry. I was about to ask for news of Sarana when Van der Bona brought up the topic.
“I’ve sent a message to Sarana to come over tomorrow. He lives close by. Sometimes he spends the night here
in the garage.”
“What did you mean when you said he was the family astrologer? I didn’t quite understand that.”
Van der Bona looked at his wife.
“Ask Kusuma. She can’t do without him. She consults him about auspicious times, horoscopes, good and bad
periods, there’s no end to it. He has already predicted the date and time of our child’s birth. It will be a daughter
he says.”
“Then you don’t need to consult a doctor,” I said laughing.
“George is exaggerating. However, the man does make accurate predictions,” said Kusuma slightly embarrassed.
“Why, you consult Sarana before taking any important step nowadays, don’t you? It was he who chose an auspicious day for our wedding, an auspicious time to leave the house, and numerous other things when we returned
home. This year we celebrated New Year in traditional Sinhalese style under Sarana’s instructions.”
Van der Bona’s mental make-up was now quite clear to me. However, Sarana’s transformation I could not
figure out.
*
About seven the next morning I heard someone knock at my door. I got up and opened it. It took me a minute
or two to recognize that it was Sarana who was standing outside. Seeing his withered wasted appearance I was
overcome with a sudden surge of sympathy for him.
Most of his hair was gray. His front teeth were drawn and seemed to shake as he spoke.
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“How are you Sarana? I didn’t recognize you. You’ve grown quite thin. Have you been ill?”
“No, thank heaven, I’ve been quite well. I now have a little shrine of my own, you know.”
“A shrine?”
“Yes, close by here.” His eyes grew big as in the old days but their light had dimmed.
“Where is it?”
“As you come up the hill by the roadside there is that big bo tree. Just there. You must have seen it.”
About a quarter of a mile away, at the entrance to the tea estate, there was a bo tree of which I was aware. I
faintly remembered having seen a statue of Buddha and a little stone altar on which villagers offered flowers and
incense. But I had not known that there was also a shrine there for the gods.
“So, what is it you do there?”
“I am the priest of the shrine. Would you like to see the place, sir?”
I washed, dressed, left a message for Van der Bona that I would be back soon, and accompanied Sarana.
“Many people come to the shrine even from places as far away as Paingomuwa. The place has considerable
magical properties,” he said as we walked. “Ask the lady of the house what she thinks about it. I have obtained
many divine favors for her, too. Recently her sister succeeded in getting a job. She was chosen from among two
hundred and sixty others.”
We arrived at the bo tree and walked around behind its enormous trunk. Not far from the altar was a steep
precipice. On one side of the cliff was a stone slab about five feet long and three feet wide. The slab seemed
intended to cover something. At one end of it was a fissure not more than a foot wide. Sarana put his feet into this
opening, slowly slipped through and disappeared. I was wondering what I should do when I heard his voice from
under the ground.
“Get in sir, it’s not difficult. Put your feet in first and then slowly lower yourself down.”
Following his instructions I lowered myself into the ground. It was not as deep as I had imagined. Inside was a
rock cave with barely enough standing room. I could see nothing. Just then Sarana struck a match and lit a little
oil lamp which was on an abutment in the rock wall. A bottle of coconut oil was on the ground just below it.
Sarana spoke squatting, and I, too, squatted beside him listening to what he was saying.
“This place is sacred to god Irugalbandara. However, the gods Dedimunda, Viramnunda, Saman, Vibiisana,
Katharagama all cast their beneficent glances on this place. If one makes a vow here and then invokes the gods for
three continuous sessions—that is, one-and-a-half days—after seven days the request will be granted. One can
curse people too. Many such instances have been successful. If there’s anything you particularly want, Sir, let me
know.”
I though I heard a rustling sound and turned round. To the right of me was a crack in the rock. It was half
blocked with dirt.
“There is a tunnel there. It goes for miles underground and comes out at the Temple of the Tooth in Kandy.”
Since I did not believe what Sarana said, I observed the crack a little more closely. A huge snake dragged itself
out as I watched and came towards us. I jumped up, trying to get out.
“Wait, wait, don’t be frightened. He won’t harm us,” said Sarana in a whisper.
The cobra raised its head, puffed up its hood as if to observe us, then lowered his head again, turned and went
out through the fissure.
“The snake is the guardian of this place.”
“Aren’t you afraid to stay inside here with that thing there?”
“No. He will not harm me. I wouldn’t be able to carry on this work here without him.”
I became aware that Sarana respectfully referred to the snake as a person, “him,” not a thing which was how I
referred to it. I had no mind to stay in there any longer. My whole body was covered in sweat. My arms and feet
were numb.
“Well, I’ll come another time and see you,” I said, getting up to leave.
“If you make a vow to offer a certain number of baskets of flowers, or light a number of lamps, and then tell
me what it is you want—”
“Good, good,” I said extricating my head with difficulty and climbing out.
*
Sarana walked with me to Van der Bona’s house. I could not make out what in the world had motivated him to
take to this particular profession. Although I disliked doing so I was tempted to ask him a direct question.
“How is your wife, Sarana? Where do you live now?”
“She wants to end our marriage now. I will never allow that. I’ll teach her a lesson. Every day I invoke curses
on her before the gods. I shall destroy her. My curses will strike her, and the child too.”
“Why does she want to end the marriage?” I asked, rather taken aback.
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“She wants a divorce but as long as I live I will not allow it.”
He continued to mutter to himself as if he had not heard my question.
“They are all like that—the bastards. They promise women that they will make them film stars and then put
them in trouble. That woman—she’s a tough customer. She very nearly got me into a trap. I barely escaped. The
gods showed me this place in a dream. I hear she is now in Colombo. That bastard will never marry her, though he
now says he will. If I divorce her he will marry her, she says. He’s a married man … how can he marry her … I
will bring her crawling to me on her knees.”
*
Van der Bona and his wife were waiting for me for breakfast.
“What has really happened to Sarana? Whom is he cursing all the time?” I asked. Van der Bona laughed.
“The man says he has a shrine somewhere around here.”
“Yes, I saw it. In fact I went in, right in under the ground.”
“Really! He’s been asking me to come, too, but I haven’t gone yet. He sleeps in that little thatched hut beyond
the bo tree. I keep telling him to come and sleep here.”
“Where is his wife, then?”
“His wife? Ah yes, the man married without even telling me. How did you come to know about it?”
“He told me of it at the time.”
“Is that so? That woman truly fooled him. I found out the details later. You must know him, that film director
Devarajan. Well, he had been keeping this woman as his mistress and probably got tired of her and sent her off. I
don’t know very much about that part of it. But it was obviously when she was about to have a child that she
caught this fool of ours. She got herself married to Sarana before the child was born, whether for reasons of
shame or for support for the child I do not know. Thats what happened when you were here last. When he heard
she had had a child, that fellow went to the hospital. Yes—Devarajan. It was the day Sarana met him there that he
tried to commit suicide.”
“So Devarajan has taken the woman back?”
“Yes, she now lives somewhere or other with the child. Veluppillai told me. The man plans to marry her, I hear.
That’s why there is all this talk about a divorce. Sarana must have told you about it.”
I was tempted to tell Van der Bona to his face that it was he who was responsible for all that had happened to
Sarana. But how could I say it in front of his wife? It was difficult to imagine that he hadn’t realized it himself.
However, since it had not been done intentionally I felt I should not blame him too much.
“Where did the man learn to make predictions?” I asked.
“I don’t know where he learned the art, but his predictions are certainly very accurate,” said Kusuma. “Sarana
says it’s a special power from the gods.”
However educated Van der Bona may have been, it was obvious that he also believed in such things. Or was it
that he felt such belief was essential in order to appear more completely Sinhalese?
As for Sarana, when one considers the full extent of his terrible unhappiness, one is grateful for any illusion
that might console him and give him the will to continue living.
93.175 Drought\fn{by S. Raja Ratnam (1915-2006)} Vaddukoddai, Jafna District, Northern Province, Sri Lanka (M) 3
The exhausted earth groaned and quivered under the monotonous glare of the sun. Spirals of heat rose from the
ground as if from molten lava. A panting lizard crawled painfully over the fevered rock in search of a shady
crevice. Cattle and dogs cringed under the scanty shade of the trees and waited for the rain to deliver them from
the heat and thirst. Instead the heat grew more intense and oppressive each day, singeing and stifling all living
things with an invisible sheet of fire, which only the rain could put out.
The drought had persisted for over a month. Each day the farmers anxiously scanned the sky only to notice that
even the ghostly wisps of cloud were being drained off it. Their hearts were filled with a foreboding which
showed itself in the grim expressions on their faces.
Their crops of paddy had not been gathered in and were slowly shriveling up in the fields. But, above all, if the
drought persisted, their cattle would die of thirst.
Some of the villagers had made futile attempts to dig for water. Neither above the earth nor under it was water
to be had. What water there was, was in the two village tanks. But now even this supply had run low and they had
been informed that there was to be no more water for their cattle.
*
There was, however, one other tank that could provide the cattle with water for some time, and that was the
private tank of Vela Mudaliar.
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But he had refused to let the villagers water their cattle in his tank. They offered to pay for it. They resorted to
threats.
But the Mudaliar was stubborn in his refusal. He saw in their present plight an opportunity to enrich himself.
He countered their demands with an offer. He said he was prepared to buy their cattle for a price that was
ridiculously low. When the farmers rejected his unscrupulous offer, he pointed out with a certain amount of
exacerbation that, if they preferred to hand over their dead cattle to the tanner’s knife, they were at liberty to do
so. After holding out for a while the farmers gave in to the Mudaliar.
That is, everyone except old Kathar.
Old Kathar was ill with a slight fever. He lay on a mat outside his hut under the shade of the jutting palm-roof.
Though past fifty, he still looked strong. By some freak of heredity he had escaped the cruel lot that fell to farmers
of his age, and this fact had engendered in him a conviction of his own superiority and unquenchable strength.
Ever since he could remember, his life had been dedicated to the task of retaining the land that had belonged to his
fathers. And this task he had performed to his satisfaction. He had done his duty by his fathers. When he was gone
his two sons would carry on.
He looked at Rasu, his elder son.
Rasu was a giant of a man, and it was sheer delight to watch his muscles ripple like sea-waves as he toiled in
the fields. He was clumsy, patient and good-natured, so that even his wife Sarasvati chaffed him with impunity.
He was a good son though, for even if he lacked an alert mind his strength would stand him in good stead.
Suriar, however, was a problem. Physically he was lean, and his fragile constitution had made him a prey to
frequent illness. He stooped like a consumptive when he walked. He was inclined to be taciturn and moody.
He read a lot and whenever he did talk it was with a passion and vigor incredible in so frail a person. His ideas
as they emerged frightened most of the farmers, for he flouted and ridiculed their traditional beliefs with a mocking logic that they could not answer. He talked about rights and justice for the oppressed. In his heart he bore a
profound hatred for men like the Mudaliar which passed the understanding of the farmers. Much to their consternation, he called upon them to unite and fight their oppressors.
It was Suriar who had been set against selling their bull, Achi, to the Mudaliar. All the arguments of Kathar and
Rasu had only made him angrier. He would rather see the bull dead than make a deal with a thief. He even
threatened to do violence to the Mudaliar and, lest he should make good his threats, Kathar had temporarily
acceded to his son’s wishes.
*
Kathar lay on the mat, which was greasy with sweat, and looked at Suriar, wondering how to bring up the
question of Achi. His son was apparently immersed in a book, as he usually was when he had nothing better to do.
Beside him sat Rasu, squatting on his heels and feeling hot and uncomfortable. He fingered his hot perspiring
belly as the swat ran down it. On the mud wall behind him were dark, sweaty patches that had been sucked in
from his moist back. Every now and then Rasu turned to look at his wife, busy inside.
A profound silence filled the air for a while till Suriar shut his book abruptly.
“Will there be no end to this heat!”
“Om! Om!” agreed Rasu, his whole body hot and flaming. “I burn as if on fire. Even these dung walls breathe
out a hot vapor. Mercy on me! It will not be long before I am reduced to ashes.”
“I shall suffocate in this heat,” cried Suriar, wiping his face with his shawl. “If only the rain would come! I
shouldn’t care eve if it would rain a flood. Rather be drowned in a flood than be roasted alive or die of thirst.
Look at them all! So meek and resigned to their fate. Dumb. Dumb. All of them.”
Rasu smiled good-humoredly at Suriar’s outburst. His brother was queer but he loved him all the same. Suriar
had relapsed into silence, exhausted by his emotion.
He saw Achi walk weakly up to a palmyra tree. A dry rasping sound reached him as the bull hopefully licked
the tree for something to allay its thirst. Then it looked in the direction of the hut and turned slowly away to
pasture. It lifted up its dry swollen lips and tore at the withered grass.
“Poor Achi,” said Rasu, shaking his head slowly. “He will die of thirst soon.” Then he clicked his tongue
sympathetically.
Suriar turned suddenly on his brother.
“Why don’t you give him some water then, instead of groaning about poor Achi. Even a little.”
“That’s easy to say, little brother,” protested Rasu, “but where is the water to come from? As it is, there is not
enough water for the household. They tell me that we are to get even less from the tank in the future.” Then he
continued pleasantly:
“I did take Achi some water this morning and what do you think happened? I held out a coconut-shellful of
water to him. the poor thing was so thirsty that the sight of water made him crazy with greed. He gave one toss—
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and knocked the water out of my hand. And then the foolish thing had to be content with what he could lick off
the ground. Poor Achi!”
He shook his big head. Suriar was staring ahead of him. Kathar broke into the silence, his voice weak because
of the fever.
“Suri, why not let us sell Achi to the Mudaliar. It is no use keeping him back and watching him die. At least he
will not die of thirst if we sell him.” Rasu nodded his head in agreement.
“Father is right, Suri. It would do nobody any good to let Achi die. Poor Achi! He cannot even tell us of his
sufferings.” Suriar looked at them both, his lips parted and quivering.
“What are you both saying! Have you no pride? Fine. Fine. Sell Achi to a rogue and admit we are beaten? A
very nice sight it will be when we crawl humbly back to the Mudaliar.”
“But, Suri,” said the old man quietly, “if we refuse to sell Achi we are not going to hurt anybody but ourselves.
One bull will make no difference either way to the Mudaliar. He is too rich for that. As for pride, we should have
saved it if we had sold him long ago without any fuss.”
Suriar interrupted.
“Don’t you both understand what I mean? Father, it is time for us to stand up to people like the Mudaliar and
show them that they cannot have everything as they wish. We should show that we poor folks are not the slaves of
the Mudaliar’s wishes.”
“But, my son, you are fighting against thin air. What weapon can you use against the Mudaliar? He has
everything on his side and you only the fire of youth.”
Suriar shivered as a torrent of emotions filled his being.
“At the worst I can kill a pig and feed his flesh to the dogs. With my own hands I will kill him and be glad to
rid the world of such a swine.”
“Suri! Suri!” cried his father, “you don’t know what you are saying. Promise me, my poor unhappy son, that
you will never do anything rash. It’s all futile. Men like the Mudaliar cannot be tamed by individual violence.
They are too many and too powerful. Only God can destroy them.” Suriar mad as if to interrupt. But Kathar
continued.
“Besides you have seen how Achi is suffering. He’s a dumb creature, Suri. You have no right to torture him so.
If he dies, the sin will be upon our own head.
Suriar looked glumly first at his father and then at Rasu. His lips quivered and set thin.
“All right, Father,” he said, rising to his feet. “Do as you wish. After all, it’s your bull. Should you like me to
take Achi to the Mudaliar?”
“I’d rather Rasu took him to the Mudaliar,” said his father kindly.
Suriar turned on his heels and entered the hut. He felt thirsty. He dipped a cup into the earthen jar.
“Be careful of the water, Suri,” Sarasvati called out. “There is very little in the jar.”
He took a few sips and replaced the cup. Then, wrapping a shawl around his head, he walked out of the house.
The earth burned under his feet and the blinding glare of the sun hurt his eyes. The landscape quivered as if
viewed through a wet glass. He turned into a dusty lane and made in the direction of his friend Nathan’s house.
*
The sun was falling fast into the orange-tinged horizon when Suriar made his way home. Though the stifling
heat of the day had gone, a parched, dry feeling still clung uncomfortably to the air. Around him there lay a
drowsy calmness running into the distance. As he walked, he kicked up puffs of fine dust which clung to his bare
feet and the hem of his garment. The whole country seemed so calm and gentle now. Perhaps tomorrow the clouds
would roll sluggishly, lusciously, under the skies and squeeze out their moisture. Then all creation below would sit
wondering at the goodness of God.
Suriar, however, had a better reason to feel satisfied. A smile flickered about his face as he thought of what he
had done to the Mudaliar.
Tomorrow, perhaps even before the night had set in, every one of the Mudaliar’s cattle would be stone dead.
Nathan had given him the poison and had assured him that it had enough potency to poison the Mudaliar’s tank. It
had been a risky task to crawl up to the tank and empty the poison into it, for the Mudaliar had prudently set a
watchman to guard it. But somehow Suriar had managed to evade the vigilance of the watchman and pour the
poison. Soon the cattle would drink of the water and be dead.
He had avenged a crime. The Mudaliar deserved what was coming to him and none would be sorry for him.
Even if the perpetrator of the deed were discovered, Suriar would have the sympathy and support of the villagers.
He would, however, not let anyone know what he had done. As far as he knew, no one had seen him poison the
tank, except Nathan. He could trust Nathan to keep it a secret.
He hummed softly and quickened his pace. The sense of victory brought a sparkle to his eyes.
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He pushed open the gate of his house and heard the sound of weeping come from within. He stopped and felt
his body turn chill. His first thought was that someone had seen him poison the well and had come to get him. His
legs trembled. He listened. Sarasvati’s voice rose high above the others. He discerned, too, the voices of men.
Slowly it dawned o him that he was listening to the cry of mourners. His heart and stomach turned sick. Someone
had died in his house and he knew for certain who it was.
He hurried into the house. People stood aside as he made his way toward the dead body of his father. Sarasvati
flung her arms about him and wept. Suriar’s eyes had no tears. They were fixed o his father—horrified.
Rasu, his eyes red with weeping, put his arm comfortingly around his brother.
“How? I cannot believe it. He was quite well when I left him,” said Suriar.
Rasu broke into loud sobs all of a sudden.
“Tell me, how? What happened?”
Suriar gripped his brother’s arms.
“It was horrible, Suri. The way he died. There was no peace. Look at his face, twisted in pain. He did not die
the way he should have. He was in terrible agonies before he died.”
Rasu broke into uncontrollable sobs.
“That’s impossible. What happened?”
“Father and I were talking about you,” said Rasu amidst his sobs. “There was nothing wrong with him then.
But he felt thirsty and I gave him a cup of water. Soon after I heard him cry out in pain. Then he was turning and
twisting and kicking. Oh, Suri!”
Suriar felt as if a knife were being pushed through his spine. A cold, cold blade that sent an agony of pain
through him.
“Water? Water?” he repeated, a hoarseness in his voice. “Rasu, where did you get that water? Answer me.
Where?”
Rasu’s sobs stopped as he saw the urgent expression on his brother’s face. He could feel Suriar tremble all
over.
“From the pitcher,” stammered Rasu.
“Yes, I know. But where? From where?”
“From the Mudaliar’s tank. Thee was not enough water and so, when I went to sell Achi, I asked him for some
water.”
“You fool. You fool, poor fool,” cried Suriar, his hands moving wildly in the air. “It was poisoned. I poisoned
it. Let me go.”
He shot away from Rasu’s grasp, a wild look on his face.
“Suri! Suri!” cried out Rasu in alarm. But Suriar seized the pitcher and ran out of the house. Then, sobbing and
hysterical, he lifted it high above his head and dashed it to the ground.
A dark stain of water spread on the ground and caressed its parched surface with its cold, moving fingers. The
thirsty earth drank the water greedily, greedily.
25.119 Excerpt from Scorpion Orchid\fn{by Lloyd Fernando (1926-2008)} Sri Lanka (M) 5
… “There he is.”
“Where?”
“Talking to Huang.:” Guan Kheng waved and shouted,
“Hey, Sabran!” He turned to Peter and said, “Come on.”
“No, let him finish. No point going into that crowd.”
They stood to one side and watched the Chinese, Indians and Malays jostle out of the ground, unendingly it
seemed. The lorries, neatly arranged in files, began to fill up. Banners of white cloth with slogans in English,
Malay and Chinese crudely written in red and black ink began to unfurl and were held aloft on poles at each end.
The men squatting in one lorry began to cheer and their applause was taken up by others. Singing broke out, ragged and out of tune, but soon gained tempo. They might have been football partisans returning from a rousing
game.
“Look at those banners,” Peter said. “‘British Realty Is Sucking Our Blood,’ there, that one. If I were the
governor I’d line them up and shoot the bloody lot of them.”
“Sabran too?”
“Sabran is a fool to get mixed up in this.” Peter was angry that they could not have the good times they had
had when they first entered the university. “Just wait and see when he starts looking for a job.”
Sabran saw them at last and dodged through the lorries which were grinding out, to the accompaniment of
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bursting firecrackers. It was the eve of the Chinese New Year. He wore a shirt with rolled up sleeves and crumpled trousers. He was trying to force himself to stop breathing hard. When Guan Kheng asked, “How did it go?”
he said, “Fine. Fine.” Guan Kheng, impassive behind his rimless spectacles, asked,
“What does that mean? Joint union or no joint union?” Sabran blinked momentarily.
“Of course we’re going to join. You should have seen the men. I was doubtful at first. First, we introduced
Thian, the President of the Prosperity Union. Thian spoke in Mandarin. Huang translated into English. Then I
translated that into Malay. Then, Rassidi, the President of the Co-operative Union, spoke. I translated my
translation into Mandarin. It was going so slow I was worried. Then Thian got up again and tried to speak in
Malay. It was so funny the crowd laughed. I think that did it. After that it was all cheering.”
*
It was then that they found at the point of the headland a rock lying in the bushes. The rock was smooth, about
six feet wide, square in shape, and its face was covered with a chiseled inscription. But although it had writing,
this was illegible because of extensive scouring by water: Allah alone knows how many thousands of years old it
may have been.
After its discovery crowds of all races came to see it. The Indians declared that the writing was Hindu but they
were unable to read it. The Chinese claimed that it was in Chinese characters. I went with a party of people, and
also Mr. Raffles\fn{Mr. Thomas Stamford Raffles of the East India Company, the administrator responsible for the acquisition of
Singapore in 1819.} and Mr. Thomson, and we all looked at the rock. I noticed that in shape the lettering was rather
like Arabic, but I could not read it because, owing to its great age, the relief was partly effaced.
Many learned men came and tried to read it. Some brought flour-paste which they pressed on the inscription
and took a cast, others rubbed lamp-black on it to make the lettering visible. But for all that they exhausted their
ingenuity in trying to find out what language the letters represented, they reached no decision. … Mr Coleman
was then engineer in Singapore and it was he who broke up the stone; a great pity, and in my opinion a most
improper thing to do, prompted perhaps by his own thoughtlessness and folly. He destroyed the rock because he
did not realize its importance.As the Malays say,
“If you cannot improve a thing at least do not destroy it.”\fn{From the Hikayat Abdullah (1849), the autobiography of
Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir Munshi, often regarded as the father of modern Malay literature. }
*
“I don’t know what there is to cheer about,” Peter said gloomily. “It means you are going to have a showdown
with Realty. And that means trouble.”
“No. Just wait and see.”
“Let’s go and get a bite,” Guan Kheng said.
“Sure. I’m hungry.” Sabran looked around.
“I thought you said Santi has come back from the Federation.”
“Yeah, he’s back. He’s somewhere here.”
“The bugger looks exhausted,” Peter said. “Hollow eyes, and thin as a stick. Must have screwed all the female
rubber tappers from Johore to Perlis.”
They saw him sitting on a bench at a vendor’s stall outside the grounds, eating a plate of fried mee\fn{Noodles.}
Indian style. He looked up, his face streaming with perspiration.
“Your meeting okay?” he asked Sabran.
“Yeah. The committees of the two unions are going to meet next week. They are going to plan joint action. You
want to come?”
“What, me?”
“Yes.”
“What for?”
“You could translate for the Indian workers.” Santinathan kept his eyes on Sabran as he drained a glass of pink
syrup.
“You’re in for trouble if you don’t look out, my boy,” he said at last.
“That’s what I say,” Peter put in. “You don’t think the police are going to stand by and watch the country go to
ruin, do you?”
“Don’t be crazy, man,” Guan Kheng said.
“I’m not crazy. Just look at all those rumors, too many people are getting jittery.”
“You mean our unions must not join together because of the rumors?” Sabran looked steadily at Peter.
“No, man, I don’t mean that. But if you have too many people excited all together with all kinds of rumors
flying about, there’s sure to be trouble. Stands to reason.” Guan Kheng said,
“You better stop that kind of talk, Peter. Or you’ll get us all into trouble.” Peter lowered his voice.
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“I have a cousin in the Police Force. He says they’re really worried about Tok Said. They think he is the cause
of all the wild talk that’s going about. And until the talk stops, they’re not keen about public meetings, rallies,
marches and so on. That’s all I'm trying to say.”
The four of them had been sixth-formers together and were now undergraduates in their third year at the university. They had moved in a group as young men who are contemporaries and enjoy company do, but the bond of
their young manhood was wearing off and they were not fully aware of it yet.
The car park outside the grounds was nearly deserted, the dusk had deepened and the vendors were preparing
to leave.
“We’re going to get something to eat,” Guan Kheng said to Santinathan.
A single cracker explosion out on the road punctuated his speech. From another part of the city the sound of
the crackers was continuous, like distant gunfire. Santinathan lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. No smoke appeared when he breathed out.
“Who’s paying? You? Okay I’ll join you. This bugger’s mee was not so good today.”
“I have a message for you from Miss Turner,” Peter said as they got into the car which Guan Kheng had hired
for the evening. “Next Wednesday you must bring out the five essays you missed during your Federation orgy, or
else.”
Santinathan blew smoke out with a loud whiz this time.
“That bitch needs to be bedded with a gorilla.”
As they drove through the streets he lowered his gaze from the unmoving black high up, down to the dirtstained buildings below. A huge colored wheel spun continuously against one wall and it seemed they drove on
the rim of the wheel, moving in a vast circle while the colored lights played on them like a kaleidoscope
continually changing the color of their faces, and the smoke from the exploding crackers smothered them so that
they looked like refugees in flight.
The shutters were up in the street as they entered, but from several upper windows of the derelict houses there
snaked long dark writhing lines whose ends, a few feet from the road, sparked and snapped continuously like
snorting dragons. They did not speak. It seemed as if they were moving on a cloud of smoke. Guan Kheng drove
slowly through the winding alley cluttered with hawkers’ barrows. Their journey seemed endless. It was as if they
had got into a rut as deep as the dark houses that lined the street, and could do nothing but follow its unknown
course,
*
A paraffin lamp finally appeared at the end of the road where a dingy wall rose square in front of them, up into
the blackness. Guan Kheng swung the car round until it nosed against a dustbin. The edge of the road streamed
wet and bits of cast-off food glistened near the tables. A little boy moved forward as if in a trance and placed tiny
saucers at the table where they sat. Behind them a lone Chinese violin scraped.
“Practically the only place you can get a meal anywhere tonight,” Guan Kheng said.
“I wonder if Sally will be here tonight,” Peter said.
“She’ll be here. She’s got no people in Singapore.”
“Santi, did you see the Thaipusam last week?” Guan Kheng asked. “In Tank Road.”
“No. Why?”
“So many fellows carrying the kavadi.\fn{The decorated arch carried on the people’s shoulders as an act of penance. } You
know how many? Over three hundred. Including Chinese. There was a real traffic jam I can tell you. I swear there
was a fellow carrying one that looked like you.”
They laughed.
“Can you lend me ten dollars?” Santinathan’s face shone with perspiration. “For ten dollars I—I’ll carry a
kavadi. Ten dollars. It’s cheap.”
“Ka—what’s that?” Peter mockingly hummed Santinathan’s up and down Tamil intonation.
“Do you know it was nearly the same for the fire-walking ceremony in Yio Chu Kang last year?” Guan Kheng
continued. “Nearly two hundred and fifty people.” Sabran said,
“Same thing in Pulau Besar, off Malacca. Crowds visiting the keramars\fn{The sacred places; places of pilgrimage. }
of the seven Muslim saints. They cross in boats, make offerings and pray.” He stopped. “Looks like a whole lot of
people want to cleanse themselves.”
“Let’s begin with a bath for Santi,” Peter said. “He badly needs one.”
“I need ten dollars,” Santinathan said. Sabran spoke to Peter.
“Ay, you don’t know what is a kavadi?” Guan Kheng was polishing his glasses.
“I bet you a hundred you’ll never carry one.”
“Why should he know what a kavadi is? This is not his country,” said Santinathan. “He’s going back ‘home’—
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to England. Aren’t you, Peter? Only with a name like his, I wonder whether they’ll let him in. O’Almeida. Peter
O’Almeida.” He whizzed out smoke rapidly.
“And what about you? If you ever go back to India, they’ll put you in the Andamans,\fn{ The Andaman Islands, in
the Bay of Bengal, at one time a penal settlement. } that’s certain.”
“What about it, Santi? Hundred.” Sabran looked at Guan Kheng.
“Do you think it’s because of Tok Said?”
“Maybe.”
“Well, what are the police worried about if that’s what he’s making people do?”
“It’s too unusual, man, that’s what,” Peter joined in. “Usually there are about half a dozen—or at most a dozen
at these ceremonies. Something funny is going on. It’s like a scare. And the crowds—they’re far bigger than in
previous years.”
“Well let everybody repent—if that’s what Tok Said wants them to do. And the police had better be grateful.”
There was a lull in the explosions. Now they sounded in single bangs behind which headless urchins lurked or
darted.
*
“Ay, Santi look,” Guan Kheng suddenly leaned forward to point at something, and the loose wooden table top
tilted up at him and fell back. The others turned to look. A figure dressed in white trousers and white shirt was
approaching. In the smell and darkness of the alley it cut an incongruous figure.
“A freshie.”
“Yeh, the one we ragged last week.”
“Tell him to get lost,” Santinathan said. “No, wait. Ask him to come here. If he can lend me ten dollars, I’ll let
him go.” Guan Kheng got up and shouted,
“Hey, bastard. Come here. Come here.” The dim white shirt and trousers at the end of the street stopped
moving.
“Come here, I say.”
“What do you want ten dollars for? For Sally?”
Santinathan puffed three or four times at the cigarette end. It was so short he held it carefully between finger
and thumb, his cheeks puffed out and his eyes almost closed in the effort to avoid the smoke from the stub. At last
he threw it away. He said seriously,
“You see, it’s like this. My father is dead. My mother is sick and bedridden. I am the sole breadwinner of the
family. We are four months in arrears of rent, and we have had nothing to eat but bread and water—”
“Balls to you,” O’Almeida said conversationally.
The white shirt had reached them, a tie knotted in front of it. Above it was a face whose youthfulness shone
even in the paraffin light. The voice was nervous.
“Good evening.”
Santinathan lit another cigarette. O’Almeida's face straightened as though into a rectangle. Through tight lips
he said,
“You haven’t learnt yet, have you. Down.”
“Good evening, reverend sires.”
“Down.” The youth stood still.
“I said down.”
“You can’t do this to me outside.”
They laughed heartily. The urchins who had been exploding single crackers at a time stopped and approached,
to enjoy the spectacle. O’Almeida caught hold of the tie and tugged three or four times.
“Down,” he said kindly. When the youth was spread-eagled on the wet road face down,
“What are you doing here?” Guan Kheng asked him.
“I live in this street,” said the youth from the road surface.
They went through the routine, trying to think of new things to make the youth do, since the old things were
not satisfying, nor even funny anymore. Or they said it was funny and didn’t laugh. They made the youth “pump”
until he could no longer support himself on his arms and lay oblivious, panting on the filth at the side of the road.
Then he had to slither up to Santinathan who put his foot on him saying, “Stoop, villain, stoop. Lie prostrate on
the low disdainful earth, and be the footstool of great Tamburlaine,\fn{ An allusion to the chief character in Marlowe’s play
Tamburlaine the Great (I:iv.2).} that I may rise and go for my—” He broke off and asked,
“Where’s Sally?”
Then Guan Kheng asked him to go and urinate in the monsoon drain. The youth got up and stood by the drain
but there was no sound, and was called back again. Guan Kheng pushed a glass of water at him.
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“Here, drink this, it might help. No, wait. This will speed the action up a bit.” He poured half a bottle of black
sauce into the water. The youth closed his eyes and drank it, then went back to the edge of the drain.
Santinathan wasn’t looking. The food had arrived and he began to eat, his eyes steady on the girl who had
brought it. Her lips were smudged with red and her long hair, though combed, looked like dry coconut fibre. She
wore a sleeveless white blouse and a cheap-looking satin skirt with a glittering brooch at the waist. She moved
among them as old mends, before sitting down next to Guan Kheng. Santinathan said,
“Ay, Sally. You don’t love me any more?”
“What for to love you? You got no money.” They laughed.
“All right. Love Guan Kheng for his money. But love me for myself alone.”
He put his hand on his heart. Laughing, she said,
“I love Peter for himself alone. But you—not even for money. I think you better pray to God to change your
luck.”
“We want him to carry a kavadi. That will change his luck,” said Guan Kheng.
“I know what,” said Peter. “Let’s all subscribe and send him to Tok Said. Sally, you agree?”
The smile left Sally’s face. She fumbled with her brooch and looked away. A brief silence caught them unawares. Peter broke it, saying heartily,
“I love you too, Sally. But right now I want a beer; what about you chaps?” Guan Kheng removed his arm
lingeringly from her shoulders and she went away.
“Why doesn’t she go home—at least for the New Year,” he said, staring after her.
“Now don’t start that,” Sabran said. “It’s like the first question a man asks a woman in bed. ‘What’s a nice girl
like you doing in a joint like this.’”
“But how many girls can you find like her?”
“Hundreds,” said Santinathan.
“You’re wrong.” Peter said suddenly,
“Did she get angry because I mentioned Tok Said just now?” Guan Kheng waved a hand dismissively.
“Ah, come on, man, don’t imagine things.” Santinathan turned to the freshman.
“Have you got ten dollars?”
The freshman was beginning to feel that he had had enough.
“Ye-es … but … you can’t—”
“Uh-huh. You want to use it yourself. Well, go and find your own whore. Go on, get out of here.”
“Hey, wait a minute.” O’Almeida got up sucking his teeth loudly, and called the freshman back. The figure
returned disconsolately.
“Santi, you want to go?” Guan Kheng passed him a couple of notes. Santinathan got up and walked towards
the staircase in the shadow. Peter said,
“Freshie. Bastard. I’m talking to you, man. Do a war dance round this table.”
The street was deserted now. Even the urchins had gone, and only the burst of a firecracker now and then
broke the stillness. It was the eve of the New Year, the time of the gathering of the clans, the time when old
injuries are forgiven, and new beginnings made, a time of sadness for the loss of the passing years, and of hope
for the future, a time when deep in the consciousness is the realization of the appalling flow of time and the
strange disturbing changes that make newer universes stare into existence.
The dingy shutters of the worn three-storeyed shophouses that cramped the street on either side were up; hardly a pedestrian appeared. Against the leaden-blue glare of the street lamp at the end of the alley, the three friends
sat round their table, lean silhouettes in a modernistic wayang kulit,\fn{Shadow-puppet play.} while a fourth figure
danced round them Red Indian fashion.
“Higher,” shouted Guan Kheng. “Pull those knees higher. Stop!”
The youth stopped and stood awkwardly.
“What, you haven’t seen cowboy films? You haven’t seen Red Indians dance, ah?” He turned to the others.
“What am I saying? He probably sees no other films. All right, come on, once again. And whoop louder.”
*
The majority of the female slaves were Balinese and Bugis. They were brought up by men of all races, Chinese,
Indians, Malays, who took them to wife and whose numerous progeny are here to the present day. There were also
Malay boats bringing slaves from Siak. A great number of them came from the hinterland of Siak, from
Menangkabau and from Pekan Baharu.
They were all being herded into Singapore, driven along the road and beaten with canes like goats being taken
to the market. That is how slaves were sold during those days both in Malacca and in Singapore, like a cattle
market.
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I went back to the town and told Mr. Raffles about what I had seen. He replied,
“That business will not last much longer for the English are going to put a stop to it. It is a wicked thing and
many people have gone and made reports about it to Parliament in England demanding that the slave trade shall
cease.” And he added,
“It is not only here that this sinful business goes on. To England too boatloads are brought from other countries, and thousands of the black men are turned into slaves. Then they are put up like goods for sale in all the
countries of Europe. If we live to be old we may yet see all the slaves gain their freedom and become like ourselves.”\fn{From the Hikayat Abdullah (1849), the autobiography of Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir Munshi, often regarded as the father of
modern Malay literature.} …
93.183 Going Back\fn{by Gunadasa Amarasekara (1929- )} Yattalamatta, Galle District, Southern Province, Sri
Lanka (M) 5
When my Mother left the school at Yatalamatta where she taught for twenty-six years the people of the village
gave her a big farewell. I had an invitation from the organizing committee. It said that the function would be on
March 25th and that a group-photograph would be taken afterwards.
I didn’t go.
I can’t say this was for lack of leisure. Some time ago, I had taken part in a ceremony of this kind where Mr.
Wiratunga of the boys’ school was leaving. I am still nauseated when I remember the blubbering and the blathering on that occasion. I know there would be the same sort of exhibition when Mother was leaving. I had no
stomach for such silliness; village folks who wore their hearts on their sleeves seemed to me clods who were incapable of thinking rationally. Even as I took up the invitation I could imagine Mother trying to make a speech and
breaking down; her eyes running with tears and her voice shaken by sobs.
“What a blessing that I can stay here and not be mixed up in such stuff and nonsense,” I said to myself.
It was for this reason that I went home during the holidays only a week before the Sinhalese New Year. When I
got home, the first thing both Mother and Naugi asked me even before I could change my clothes, was why I
hadn’t come to the function.
“It was very rude of you,” Mother said. “You shouldn’t have stayed away when they sent you a letter all the
way to the University.”
“Quite so, if Podi Aiya had been there everything would have been just perfect,” Nangi joined in.
“Yes, if I’d come I could have cried, too,” I said.
“Of course, you would have been the first to cry, if you’d come,” Nangi retorted. “In spite of all your big talk, I
know you’d have cried before anyone else.”
“Don’t talk nonsense! These farewells are good for women who are waiting to turn on the taps,” I said angrily.
Nangi’s remark seemed to me an insult to my mature intelligence.
“He has got these ideas into his head after he started reading big books,” said Nangi. “But when we were at
Ratnasara together, he’d be all of a twitter at the very mention of home. When we’d gone back after the holidays
he’d talk of nothing else for two or three days.
“Do you hear, Mother?” she went on. “He talks like a lord now but when we were children he’d chatter to me
all the time about home once you’d left us at school.
“‘Now Mother must be going back.’
“‘Now she must be gathering vegetables in the back garden.’
“‘Now she must be offering flowers to the shrine.’\fn{ About 70% of the people of Sri Lankh are Buddhist .} That’s all
he’d talk about. But now he can’t come back to the place where we’d lived for twenty-six years even on the day
we are leaving.”
I hid my blushes.
“It wasn’t really because of my exams that I stayed away,” I said in irritation. “It is because I didn’t want to
watch that sort of comedy.”
*
“Never mind the function. You must come with me to Yatalamatta before the New Year. I had nobody to go
with. I was waiting for you,” said Mother.
“Why do you want to go back to the village you have left? There is none of your family there,” I said scowling.
“That’s not the point. But at least at the New Year we must call on the people who were our neighbors for so
many years.”
“I can’t. I have a lot of work to get through. I’ve brought down all my books.”
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“Well, if you can’t, I’ll go alone. It wouldn’t be very difficult for me to take the jeep that goes to Yatalamatta
early in the morning,” Mother said to me in a reproachful manner.
She said no more at the time. But after lunch the next day I heard her talking to Nangi about the journey. I was
at the dining table, reading a book and I could hear them talking in the bedroom.
“It’s the seventh today—nearly two weeks since we came away—and I haven’t still been able to go,” Mother
was complaining.
“Much use it was waiting for Podi Aiya!” I heard Nangi say. “The only thing to do now is to go by yourself,
mother.”
“I don’t know what kind of state the place is in already. When I left I told the school-mistress from Hettihena
to open the doors of the school every few days and sweep the front garden at least. It is the season now when the
rubber leaves fall and the whole garden must be covered with them.”
“If the Hettinhena teacher isn’t ill she won’t fail to do so as you said,” Nangi answered her.
“It is all right if she does it. But I am not sure. When I was there things got done because people were afraid
I’d make a fuss; but it won’t be the same now. And I couldn’t get the gate repaired before I came away. Both posts
were rotted. If that wretch of a bull from Pelawatta has got into the garden, he’ll have ruined everything. A fine
state things must be in.”
I was both amused and provoked by this conversation.
“Why give yourself all this trouble? When you left you should have brought the school here—garden and all.
Then you wouldn’t have had all this worry. It won’t do the Government good to have you always hanging around
like a creditor,” I said mockingly.
The two of them went on talking as if they hadn’t heard me.
*
The next evening Mother spent on preparations for the visit to Yatalamatta. She got ready some sheaves of
betel leaves as gifts for several people there.
“But betel leaves alone won’t do. I must take a tin of biscuits,\fn{I.e., cookies.} too, to Rukmalgoda,” she
remarked to Nangi while putting the betel together.
“And Brampy! You can’t sleep late tomorrow. We must take the jeep early in the morning. We’ll have to get to
Unanvitiya and walk from there,” she added to our servant who was by her.
“Why get off at Unanvitiya?” asked Nangi. “You can go straight to Yatalamatta.”
“How, the Anguruwela bridge is broken down and the jeep now runs on the Unanvitiya road. But it is nothing
to walk the three miles from there. We can be at Yatalamatta by ten anyway,” Mother replied enthusiastically.
“If there is any trouble it’ll be crossing the Edanda at Danduvana,” she went on. “It’ll be a good thing if the
water has come up to the Edanda. Otherwise, I’ll feel giddy when I see the bottom. Still, I’ll get across somehow.
Or if I can’t, I’ll at least get the Jkumara girl to help me over by way of Mahahena.”
Mother’s voice was so eager that I felt she was already making the journey in her imagination.
“If we have to walk from Unanvitiya we should get to Yatalamatta before eleven or twelve,” complained
Brampy.
“Twelve or two—what does it matter? We are going back to the place which was our home, aren’t we?”
mother replied.
*
That night, before going to bed, Nangi came up to me when I was studying.
“If you don’t go with Mother tomorrow, we—she’ll get into a lot of trouble,” she said. “Now she wants to take
that fool Brampy. If she goes with him, she will fall off the Edanda bridge\fn{ The text has: she will fall of on Edanda and
break her neck.} and break her neck. So please go,” Nangi pleaded.
“That would serve her right for having the nerve to plan these jaunts,” I said.
“That may be. But, please, go with her, Podi Aiya. Otherwise, she will get into some trouble.”
“I don’t want to go on this ridiculous journey! I must finish this book before the holidays are over. If I go,
tomorrow will all be spent on the trip. The day after, I’ll have to rest my legs. I shan’t be able to do any work.”
“Anyway, please go, Podi Aiya,” Nangi repeated.
“No, I can’t. She can take anybody she has asked. Let her go and learn a lesson.”
In spite of what I said then, I decided, after Nangi went away, to accompany mother after all. If Mother got an
idea into her head, she would carry it out, somehow … I too felt that if she went with Brampy she might get into
some mess. So, while still inwardly murmuring against it, I decided reluctantly to go.
*
Although we left home the next morning before dawn, it was about seven when the jeep arrived. Mother had
several parcels in her hand, but I didn’t want to help her with any of them because of the resentment in my heart.
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We were the only passengers in the jeep. Mother took a seat at the rear, while I sat by the driver. Until we reached
Unanvitiya Mother was silent, perhaps because she felt that talk would make me angrier.
The graveled road from Hammeliya to Unanvitiya passed through some pretty country. On one side of the road
lay fields of open heath, on the other side, low hills covered with tea bushes, coconut, bread-fruit or jak trees.
Houses lay almost at the edge of the road, with some of the gardens marked off by a hedge of green stakes or
flowering plants. As we passed by in the jeep, my eyes would rest instinctively from time to time on a young girl
sweeping the garden. When we approached Yatalamatta the fields that we had so far seen on one side of the road
gave place to the Gin Ganga and its pleasant river bank.
The charm of these surroundings softened my ill-temper. When the jeep stopped at the Unanvitiya market
place, with its row of shops and its suspension bridge, I alighted with some cheerfulness and took one of the parcels that Mother was carrying.
Yet my feeling of pleasure slowly lessened. Post Estate, which was one full of rubber trees, was now a desert
without tree or leaf. I hadn’t known that the rubber trees had been uprooted because the land was to be planted
with tea.\fn{The income from the export of tea accounts for some 25% of Sri Lank’s total export revenue.} I held the parcel over
my head and walked on with quick strides. It was now about eleven; the sun beat on us like the fire and the sandy
road too was getting hotter. My body was dripping sweat. Both of us hastened on without exchanging a word.
Post Estate stretched about a mile and ended at the village of Yatalamatta. That mile seemed to me like ten.
“It’s a mercy it’ll be shady from here on,” said Mother when we got to the Dnaduvana Edanda.
It had been raining in the hills and, as mother had hoped, the stream was about half full. I took all parcels from
her and went ahead. In place of the bamboo stem that had once served as a hand rail, there was now a fairly thick
trunk of an arecanut tree, so crossing the Edanda was not very difficult.
*
As we reached the other side, we met Mr. Kumara.
“It looks as though you have come visiting friends and relatives,” he said.
“Yes—how can we forget them so soon,” said Mother, smiling broadly.
“Yes, yes of course. You may go anywhere, but this village is your real home. Podi Mahattya’s especially,” he
added turning to me. “You were born here; weren’t you?”
“Well, wherever I live is home to me,” I said with deliberate indifference.
“Don’t say that. When you are a big man someday and people say you were born here, we’ll all be honored.”
Everybody we ran into thereafter had the same thing to ask.
“Ah, coming back to visit your old home?”
“Of course, how can you forget so soon a place where you lived so long?” Some of our acquaintances turned to
me and asked,
“Has Podi Mahattaya just come home for the holidays?” By the bridge we encountered Hichchi Mahattaya
who said,
“It was very bad of you not to have come even when we sent you a letter.” He had been on the farewell committee. It seemed to me that all this was foolishness and empty chatter.
“What a pack of sentimental idiots,” I said to myself. Near the bridge we met also Loku Mahattaya of
Pelswatta.
“We were saying only yesterday that you’d be sure to come today or tomorrow—before the New Year anyways,” Loku Mahattaya exclaimed loudly when he was still some way off Pelswatta. His property was next to the
school.
“Ah, well, it’s only today I was free to come,” said Mother. “How are things at the school? I told the school
mistress from Hettihens to go every two or three days and see that the place was kept clean. I don’t know whether
she has done that.”
“I haven’t seen her. I couldn’t go there myself after you left. Are you going straight to the school or to Rukmalgoda?” he asked. “But why go to the school? There is nobody there now.”
“We’ll go to Rukmalgoda first and have something to eat. Then we must go to the school,” Mother said.
Her eagerness seemed to me to have grown with these encounters and conversations on the way and she had
grown more talkative too.
*
It was almost twelve when we reached Rukmalgoda.
“We thought you wouldn’t fail to come today,” said Akmeemana Hamine as soon as she saw us. “We waited
for some time before sitting down to lunch. And when did Podi Mahattaya come home?”
After we had washed our faces, we were taken to the dining table. Even while eating, Mother kept asking
Akmeemana Hamine questions about the school.
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“Haven’t you seen that girl from Hettihen going that way?” she asked.
“How should she be going there? As soon as the holidays began her husband came down and took her off to
Hikkaduwa,” answered Akmeemana Hamine.
“Well, well, with all my pleading I haven’t been able to make her spend the holidays here.”
“That foolish generation is gone now!” I answered.
Although by the end of the meal I was so drowsy that I could hardly keep my eyes open mother set out for the
school without wasting a moment.
“I’ve never got mixed up in such an annoying business before,” I grumbled to myself as I accompanied her.
*
The school was about half a mile from Rukmalgoda. Fortunately, the fierce glare of the sun had somewhat
lessened now and there was some shade; yet the tarred road seemed as hot under our feet as if it had been on fire.
As we passed the bend in the road near the temple, we caught sight of the school garden and the high walls of
the school house. From the first glimpse, they had the air of a place deserted. Coming closer we could distinguish
the fence of Rukattans trees and the gate. The trees with their wildly over grown branches pushing out above the
road, made my first impression stronger. We came up to the gate and I drew aside with my hands the bamboo
stems which served as bars. In the enveloping stillness, the grating sound of the bamboo seemed to resound
loudly.
“No one has even stepped in here since we left!” Mother remarked as we passed through the gate. “Just look
how grass has overgrown the garden in a few days!”
The garden was covered not only with grass, but also with dried rubber leaves blown by the wind.
The door of the school house creaked as I opened it. As always during the holidays, desks and benches were
piled in the hall. Scattered here too on the floor were leaves and litter carried by the wind.
What I needed most was a short nap. I put two benches together, took off my coat and lay down. “Wake me
when the sun is low,” I told Mother.
Lying there, I could look up at the school roof. It shared in the desolation of a place where no one had set foot
for some time. Large cobwebs hung here and there and, while I looked two white-bellied mice ran idly between
the rafters. Soon my eyes closed.
*
When I awoke, I must have been asleep for over an hour, I had slept so long because I was tired and felt in my
body a sluggishness that made the thought of getting up uninviting. I lay where I was and glanced around.
Mother was working in the garden with a mamoty.
“Cease, cease …” I listened to the rasping sound of the mamoty as it struck the hard earth in a monotonous
rhythm. On the roof, the two mice I had seen before I fell asleep were still gamboling among the rafters.
“How many cobwebs there were up there!” I thought. I felt sleepy again, as if my tiredness had grown.
“Dear, dear, who would thought the place would come to this?” Mother was muttering to herself as she
worked.
I turned my head and looked through the large window. The sun had now set on the hills which lay beyond the
road, and they looked faded and weary after the long scorching. I rose unwillingly and began to walk up and
down the school house to get rid myself of the sluggish feeling in my body. Mother was still working in the garden.
“Cease, cease …” the sound of the mamoty alone broke the surrounding silence.
I strolled about aimlessly for a short time, then leant against a parapet and looked on. At the other end of the
parapet lay a blackened clay lamp and a basket with withered flowers in it. It occurred to me that Mother must
have lit the lamp before she came away.
“What’s this lamp?” I asked her.
“Which one? The one on the wall? That’s the lamp we lit for the gods before we left.”
I threw the dried-up flowers out of the basket and put it back on the parapet. Then I thought it shouldn’t be left
lying there and put it inside a cupboard.
The school-room felt lonelier than ever and I stepped out in to the garden. Tufts of grass had sprouted everywhere, and there were marks left by rain water which must have flooded the garden some days before. I sat down
on the plinth. Only the orange tree was as I remembered it. I gazed at the big roots which stood up out of the
earth.
What memories that tree held for me—memories of the hours that we had spent, Nangi and I as children sitting
at its foot. Was it really the same tree? I looked at it again. One or two of its branches were dying. Some one had
told me that fruit trees did not flourish where no human voice was heard. I got up and went where Mother was
working.
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“Who would have thought this place would come to such a state? It’ll take a month to clear it. I started
working with this mamoty because I couldn’t bear to see things as they were,” she said to me, as I stood there
silent. “It should be nearly five now. Shouldn’t it? This part at least looks all right now.”
She took the mamoty in and left it inside the school. She seemed tired as she came back and sat down on the
front step wiping her face. I sat down by her and both of us were silent for some time.
“How long is it since we first came here! Then there was only this one schoolroom.” Mother broke the silence.
“These walls, none of this was here then. None of it would have been put up but for me.” She went on talking,
and I listened.
“I got this plinth made when I was expecting your sister—the one who died. I spent three years betting these
walls and fences up, and filling the swamps down there. That piece of flat land was a thicket with bushes up to a
man’s head. Ah, well, the place is going back to what it was. That wall has been cracked by the rain-water a few
days ago.”
While she was talking, I felt a pang that would not be put into words. This decay—was it not going on before
my eyes, as I contemplated the trees, the schoolroom, the walls? They were shrinking in to a desolation which
touched my heart. Mother began to speak again, pausing from time to time.
“You were a child just beginning to run about, when I finished all this work, built that room and cemented the
school floor. The footprints you left in the cement should be there even now. One day, when the cement was still
wet, we had gone to Galle. When we got back, we went round to the back door and opened it, and you ran into the
schoolroom before I could stop you. The marks you left must be there, clear as ever,” she said, and rising, went up
to the door opening from the schoolroom into the headmistress’ quarters.
“There, you see—there are your prints,” she said, pointing. “I shouted, ‘No, no, son, this way.’ Those are the
marks you made running back.” She showed me another line of foot prints in the opposite direction. “They’ll
remain thee till the floor is cemented again.”
I was bending over to look at the prints. They made me want to touch them. I bent right down and felt them
with my hands. The big toe, the other toes, the heel—they were all there. I turned my head and looked at my feet.
A strange happiness passed me, like falling love.
“They are mine! Dear God! Aren’t these all mine,” I said to myself.
My eyes were wet. Everything around me seemed to dissolve in the flood of tenderness that swept my heart.
“It is time to go. I want to take this lime plant home and grow it. If you can uproot it without hurting the roots
we can replant it there,” Mother said, getting up from the step.
“I’ll take it out of the ground,” I said. I brought the mamoty and uprooted the plant, leaving a clod of earth
sticking to the roots. Mother wrapped it in a large leaf and tied it.
“Let’s wash our faces and get ready to go.”
I went down to the well with Mother and washed. The water was very cold against my face—refreshingly cold.
I dipped my face into the hollow of my hands filled with water and also drank several mouthfuls.
“I must drink some of the water too, before going, however cold it is,” said Mother.
As I put the bamboo back in place on our way out, I felt a sharp pain within me. Something seemed to fall
away from my heart—something that would be lost to sight forever. It was now almost twilight.
We walked silently until we passed the boundary of the school garden and more than once I looked back.
“Let me see that lime plant,” said Mother, who had not spoken a word till the school was out of sight. She took
the plant from me and examined it.
“A fine plant. It will grow nicely in your front garden.”
I looked back again after we had turned the bend. The high cream-colored walls of the school would just be
seen through the trees.
*
We waited at the corner of the road for the jeep more than half an hour. It was about seven when it arrived at
last. There was another young man waiting with us. He was going to Colombo\fn{ The capital of Sri Lankh .} by way
of Baddegama; he had a suitcase in his hand, and he wore a pair of white slippers that would have sduited a
woman better than a man. There was an old woman with him and from their talk I realized that she was his
Mother and had come to see him off.
“When you get there you must write to us every two or three days,” she kept saying.
The young man made no reply for some time. At last he said angrily,
“What’s the use of making the Postal Department richer? Colombo isn’t far off country, as you imagine. I
shan’t have the leisure to write so often.”
His words made me smile. The jeep arrived and we got in—the three of us.
“Such foolish women—these village folks,” the young man remarked to me after the jeep had started. “They
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don’t give you any peace from the time you leave home.”
The headlights were bad and the jeep moved slowly. There were many ruts too in the road, and whenever a
wheel went into one of them we were shaken. Each time this happened, the thorns of the lime plant scraped my
feet.
Little by little, the jeep filled up with passengers. Among those who got in were several people I knew. Two of
them, the Registrar from Unanvitiya and the retired police officer spoke to me.
“How long is it till your final exam?” the Registrar asked me in a respectful tone.
“Another year,” I said.
“And then you’ll be a doctor. Good for us too,” he remarked.
“So many rich men there have been in these villages, but none of their sons could pass a decent examination.”
“What’s this you are taking?” He was pointing to the plant at my feet. “A lime plant isn’t it? What? Carrying
away an ordinary lime plant?”
“Yes, Mother wanted to take it home from Yatalamatta,” I said with assumed nonchalance.
*
Both my acquaintances got off at the next stop. I moved into a corner of the jeep and reflected.
If I had stayed at home, I could have worked at my books the whole day. This journey had been a waste of
time.
How silly my behavior had been earlier in the evening! My mind shrank from recollecting it and I was
ashamed of myself. How immature I had been!
The jeep jerked us from side to side, and the lime plant kept knocking against my feet. Everytime it touched
me, I was irritated. I put it in a corner but with the shaking of the jeep it rolled back to my feet.
The jeep stopped for somebody to get out.
I took the plant and stealthily threw it far out of the window.
When we reached home, it was about eight-thirty. My head was aching, so I went to my room and stretched
myself out on the bed feeling in a bad humor. I could hear Mother at the dining table talking to Nangi.
“The whole place is a jungle. Grass grown wild in the garden, the lamp and flowers we left in the schoolroom
still there, leaves and dust, the rubbish all over. I could have cried when I saw it. Lord, to think that was the place
I kept so well!”
I tossed in my bed, as if in pain, and cursed.
I cursed myself and my miserable education.
But Mother’s voice was flowing as if infused with new life.
64.81 The City Of The Kite\fn{by Jean Arasanayagam (1931- )} Kandy, Kandy District, Central Province, Sri Lanka
(F) 10
The sea is a brilliant turquoise under the sun leaping on waves silver glints of light flash like myriads of fish
escaping from flung nets of sun-shadow. The whole landscape is filled with waves of white hot heat that stuns the
senses and strikes the white porous sculptures of limestone at whose heart light enters carrying a whiteness that is
pure silver. The sea turns silver, the blue concealed, the spray enters the atmosphere and becomes one with the
shimering particles of light.
Dark green cacti grow out of the red soil, thorny bushes, sparsely scattered, ash-gray branches spiked with
sharp thorns interlocked entwine closely together, some of them laden with small hard-skinned custard apples.
Wild flowers of brilliant color, red, purple, yellow, spring out of the red earth.
The land is so flat, so level that perspectives however distant, reach the eye without stress. The palmyrah
groves merge with the shore, the shore gently touches the verge of the sea and beyond the horizon the sea and sky
are almost indistinguishable. The talonic palmyrah fronds are starkly blue black; through their serrated rows, the
sea glitters silver. The wind rustles through them, swishing, swishing, with the sound of breaking waves.
Black and white goats wander about in search of plants growmg among the scattered limestone, those sunsculptures created out of white sands, white spray, white shells, white light. The traveling eye rests on a ruined
gopuram,\fn {A note reads: Structure above the shrine-room of a temple.} its bell silenced.
From the garden comes the creak of well-sweep as the old man Appu walks up and down its length tilting the
bucket into the deep well. It fills with clear mineral-tasting water which tilts, sparkling, into a stone trough and
flows gushing into earth drains which the old man’s wife, Kandaththé, digs, to irrigate the young mango, coconut
and pomegranate plants.
Two wild pigeons perch on the lintel of the door; green parrots fly across the garden.
On the road, thavil\fn {Large drums.} sound with thejr hard staccato beat. The brittle stillness crumbles like
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porous limestone into sharp splintery white dust. A funeral procession passes the house on its way to the shore
where the cremation takes place, the smoke rising into the palmyrah palms from the funeral pyres, the ashes
placed in their funeral urns and flung into the sea after the rituals of death have been performed.
Close to the margin of the shore the funeral urns lie scattered and broken in the shallow water, first borne on
the wave and brought back as the waves ebb and flow in their endless rhythm; they lie cracked and empty
tangling with green sea-weed. Little fish swim in and out of the hollow urns, the dead ashes mingling with sea
waves, flow out into the green ocean. White sea-birds swoop over the glittering fish.
We had come to Keerimalai to spend a holiday by the sea, Arasan, myself, Parvathi and Dewasundari. Arasan’s
birthplace was Navaly, some miles away in the interior, in the house of his fore-fathers buried deep within the
darkness of palmyrah groves. Here, he had spent his childhood wandering among the desolate acres of sand and
rocky limestone, a landscape creating its own timelessness with its ancient fruit trees, brilliantly plu-maged birds,
lonely temples inhabited by gods whom he wou1d often encounter. The supernatural was part of his habitat and
part of his life.
The munis dwelt in the tamarind and banyan. Kali and Amman temples stood among the sand dunes. The
fattened goats were sacrificed in the velvi ritual, their blood splashing on the stone from the severed necks.
Walking through the paddy-fields and sand dunes he would come to the 1itt1e groves enclosed in silence
where the temple of Amman stood. There was an ancient swing there, made by children ages ago for their play
and on this swing Amman, it was said, would gently swmg, to and fro, to and fro, in the wind. Arasan would see
through his innocence, Bhairava, in the quivering trident and Amman who appeared to him out of the stillness of
the groves among the tall sentinel avenues of palmyrahs, the apparition of his dreams as he wandered about alone
among the green parrots and wild guavas. She appeared to him behind the thickly growing trees, stepping out of
shadow and vanishing, while the grove settled back into its habitual silence and aloneness.
It has been many years since he had left Navaly, perhaps over fifteen years.
Arasan was reluctant to go back.
“If I go back, will there be anyone left even to recognize me—will there be anyone alive even to remember? I
too have grown away from that life.”
Looking through the glass windows of the house in Keerimalai he spoke as if he beheld several visions of the
past simultaneously.
“Yes, we lived there, sometimes alone, my brothers and I, through the different seasons. You should have seen
the serpents and scorpions during the rainy season. Blue black scorpions glittering snakes and in our ears the
eternal croak of frogs from the kerney all through the dark nights with the sound of rain falling. Yet we were never
afraid—the gods of the grove were so familiar to us, my mother would often hear the chuckle of Murugan during
those long lonely evenings.
“Yes, perhaps we should go. You children will never experience this life. Nothing will ever be as it once was.
Years have passed since I even came this way. Aacchi and Pata are too old to come now even for the temple
ceremonies. Only the caretakers, a Brahmm couple, look after it now. We had a pond there, I remember, with
lotus. There were pomegranate trees in the ul-muttam,\fn{A note reads: Inner courtyard of a house.} flowers too,” he
mused.
“How often I used to lie on a mat under the mango tree on those hot afternoons, the blossoms falling on my
body and my mother reading out aloud from the Ramayana or the Mahabaratha. We used to walk miles through
the paddy fields and dunes to go to the temple festivals in the next village, carrying lannterns across those lonely
spaces.
“Anyway Ponnambalam, Mama and Sellaththé will still be there. Children, you can see the temple where my
father used to take part in the kodiyetham ceremony.\fn{A note reads: Flagstaff-raising ceremony for a temple festival .} He
gave his land to build the veedhi\fn{Road.} of the Ganesh temple. It was there that the priest once created his Pancha Muga Vinayagar and the four of us sang Sanskrit slokas\fn{Scriptures.} in the midst of that vast crowd as the
god was being taken in the ther.
“Perhaps Kandian and Sinnian will be there too. Oh, they were so good to us when we were children. They
picked fruit. for us whenever we wanted, mangoes, nungoo, guavas, ichampalam. Sinnian caught wild parrots for
us and squirrels …
“We used to make those huge kites too—they were so big, really enormous. We tied them to the trees and all
night we cou1d hear that deep deep hum through its reed throat. As the wind rose and the kite soared higher and
higher the night was filled with its crying sound—the vinkoovel. How huge those pattams were, Kandian and
Sinnian had to strain their muscles to hold them down as they tied them to the trees.
“I really ran wild in Navaly, playing among the desolate sand dunes with Sita and Devi, picking guavas,
bathing in the kerney by the old abandoned Kalavadai Amman kovil.
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“The temples there are really ancient, older than time. Their stones glowed like red jewels in the sun.”
But then Arasan’s life had changed. The glass windows suddenly blurred, the haze of heat swam in waves,
shimmering against the panes, the spray rose from the waves, obscuring the horizon. From behind Sunderam’s
house, smoke from a funeral pyre rose in the air.
*
The journey began in the morning before the sun came up. We drove along miles of straight roads with groves
of palmyrah palms on either side. In gardens enclosed by woven fences were trees laden with heavy green bunches of itherai plantain. Men perched like dark birds on the well-sweep which carried up buckets of fresh mineralfilled waters, falling in sparkling jets over the plants which sprouted like green feathers from the red earth. The
road was empty, the houses silent behind enclosures of plaited palmyrah.
We entered the village of Navaly.
The car stopped before great iron wrought gates. They were closed. Beyond them, the grove of palmyrah
stretched before us, the earth dark in the shade yet lit from within by traceries of sunlight filtering through blueblack fronds. A carpet of yellow margosa flowers and palmyrah fruit covered the ground. Dark avenues of
straight-limbed palmyrah palms led in endless rows into the unrevealed interior where the house lay, secluded and
hidden.
I looked at Arasan.
He stood like a stranger at his own gates, reluctant to enter. Along this road the tirrikai used to take his father
away to Colombo after the weekend. Saravanamuthu Thiagarajah would wordlessly puff away at his cigar
thinking his own thoughts. His son never uttered a word but sat silently beside him glad to be chosen by his father
on this early morning journey to the railway station.
The cart would jog along slowly on the empty road. Arasan would come back alone, alight from the cart and
go in search of Kandian or Sinnian to pluck fruit for him, mangoes, nungoo, guavas and ichchampalam. Sinnian
would catch wild parrots and squirrels for him.
Sometimes during the cholaham season the great kites tied by strong ropes to the trees would be lifted high up
by the wind. All night long they would hum the vinkoovel, a wild tearing sound like the great brass-throated
nadhesweran of the temple festivals. The pattam were immense man-sized kites, sometimes shaped like fish or
birds. Through the dark they sang, through their reed throats cried and soared over the groves, their huge shapes
floating across the face of the moon and sailing through seas of cloud. The wind tugged at them so fiercely that
two or three men had to hold the thick ropes which controled their release. In their movement upwards they
seemed to bear the whole grove with them, tearing up the earth roots and all in their upthrust.
*
Arasan stood on the road before the unopened gates. The road was silent and empty. Ponnambalam Mama, had
come in his marriage procession along this road leading from Manipay to Navaly, garlanded and heralded by the
nadhesweran and thavil—the road which for Arasan had led far and away from the village.
The carved stone elephants which had flanked the gates on the stone parapet wall had vanished.
“Why don’t you open the gate?” I asked. “Why do you hesitate? It’s your home.”
“But I’m not sure whether anyone will remember or even recognize me. I will first see whether the Nagalingams are still next door.”
He walked up to the old two-storeyed house next to their garden. Mrs. Nagalingam had lived there for years.
The children from the two houses had played together until they grew up and left the village. The wide, sloping
roof, half-tiled, half-thatched was thickly covered with yellowing leaves which had fallen from the overhanging
tamarind trees.
Some strangers came to the door. A woman spoke undertones to Arasan. He walked back to where we were
standing.
“Mrs. Nagalingam is dead. None of her people live here any longer. The house has been rented out to a family
from another village,” he said .
We turned towards the tall gates. Arasan opened them slowly. They had not been locked but were heavy and
difficult to move. People seldom went in and out of them these days. We began to walk through the grove, moving out of the darknes and light of shade and sunlight. In a stone trough margosa seeds were piled closely together.
The ground was thickly strewn with margosa flowers and fallen palmyrah fruits, their blue black skins shot with a
crimson sheen. The yellow flowers were bright on the alaripoo trees and their green fig-like fruits a tender yellow
green, transparent lanterns through which light shone pale gold.
Clusters of green firm-skinned mangoes hung from laden branches. No one plucked them. With the seasons,
the blossoms gave way to fruit, until the seed, buried in the red soil, began to germinate once more. Wild parrots
swooped among the trees and behind the leaves birds sang. They flew hither and thither undisturbed with wisps of
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dried grass between their beaks.
There were no human voices, no whispers, cries or echoes, there was a stillness in the air as of time suspended,
patterns of sunlight, stretching tenuously across the grove in cobwebs of light from tree to tree. We walked
looking searchingly about us for the house, our feet sinking into piles of yellow margosa flowers, their petals so
delicate, that the morning flowers were already browning at the edges and turning the color of earth.
Arasan picked up a few petals and breathed in their aroma. They smelt of sun and earth.
“Ah, we used to gather these flowers every morning,” Arasan mused. “Mats were spread under the trees to
collect them. They fell like rain all night and we filled baskets of them.”
“And what did you do with them?” Parvathi asked.
“Ate them—what a bitter, acrid flavor they had. I can still taste it on my tongue. I don’t suppose Sellaththé
bothers to gather them any more.”
“Look, there’s the house.”
*
White walls, a long empty verandah with white pillars, a closed door.
“Your old house,” I said.
Empty, deserted, the verandah bare, the heavy doors bolted and barred, only the footsteps of the shade crept
silently nearer and nearer to its steps, the long shadows mounting upto the threshold and lying on the cold stone of
the verandah.
“Is there no one here?” I asked.
“A Brahmin couple look after the place. Let’s go in sarch of them.”
In a circle of shade two women were talking together, one of them was plump and gray-haired, the other in a
dark blue cotton saree, her nose ring sparkling in the sunlight, was the Brahmin woman. The woman in the white
saree turned round at the sound of our hesitant footsteps. Holy ash lay thickly on the furrows of her brow a deep
crimson tilak fell like a petal out of it. A smile of recognition wreathed her face.
“Oh Arasan Thambi is it really you? You have come back after so long. Is this your family?
“Come to my house, you remember it don’t you? See, it is on the other side of the road, close by, it’s near the
alaripoo tree.
“Come, come, we can drink tea. Your children, Arasan Thambi. Two girls! How time has passed and we have
not even felt it.”
*
While she was talking, a tall gaunt woman flashed out of the heart of the grove. Arasan was startled. Once in
his childhood Amman had appeared to him out of the stillness of an afternoon, her white saree like a wing of
sunlight. Amman, the apparition of his dreams as he wandered among the wild parrots and green guavas. She had
appeared, almost momentarily and then vanished, the grove settling back into its habitual stillness and aloneness.
“Sellaththé!” he cried.
Her nose ring with its single brilliant caught and held his eye with their white fire.
“Arasan, come with me,” she said, brushing Manonmani aside. Her forehead was lined, aged, streaked with
holy ash; at the parting of her still black hair a red path of Kum-kumum lay, the symbol of marriage. A brilliant
red tilak was stamped on her skin.
“Come” she said drawing him towards her. “Come Rasa, bring your wife and children to see your mama.” Her
thin sinewy body, sun browned and taut was yet vigorous with life; a tightened bow-string she enclosed us all in
her possessiveness.
“Arasan, come, come and see your Mama. Where have you been all these years? Mama wrote to you when we
were building our house about ten years ago, but you didn’t even answer our letter. The rest of your family hardly
ever come this way now. Who will perform the Kodiyetham ceremony at Chinthamani Pillaiyar Kovil this year?”
Arasan was silent for a while.
“Father is too old now,” was all he could say. Sellaththé continued to talk unceasingly.
“Then one of you, one of his sons, must take over his duties. Have you forgotten the home of your ancestors?
Who is left to maintain the respect of your family in this village? Everything has changed. Mama and I are left
alone at Navaly. The doors of your home are closed. Come this year at least for the festiva1. One of you can
perform the Kodiyetham.”
We were walking through the pathways between the palmyrah trees, the shadows closing round us like a net of
darkness. Sellaththé would not give Arasan a chance to talk.
“Mama and I are now left alone to fend for ourselves. If there is no one from your family to perform the
ceremonies at the temple this year who will give us respect? Do you want your family to be forgotten? Have you
forgotten your ancestors who once anointed kings in the Court of Nallur …
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Arasan’s forefathers had ridden on elephants to the royal city. The marks of the elephant chains had scarred
some of the palmyrah trees, a few rusting chains, linkless and wasted, remained. The palanquin disintegrated in a
corner of the thinnai. Now even the stone elephants on the parapet wall were missing.
“Sellaththé, you talk of the past. Are you and Mama still living in those times that are finished, gone? We
cannot think of commg back to live here for ever and ever. We must wait until our children are grown up and are
on their own. What can we do if we lived here? We must live our lives outside the village. We have other homes
now, other lives.”
“But Mama and I, we have nowhere else.”
“That’s because Mama never wanted to go away, completely. Now everything that’s here is his for as long as
he wants. When the time comes perhaps we too will return, when we too have no other shelter anywhere else in
the world.”
“But you will not find Mama and myself here, then. You too will be alone as we are, listening to the silence
and living m the past. What else do we have?”
“Have all the others gone too—Naganathan, Kwam, Devi?”
“Yes, they are gone.”
“And Nagesan, Perambalam, Sivapalan?”
“Gone, all gone.”
“Sinnian, Kandian, Smamma?”
“They are still here. Where else can they go? Like us they have no other home. This is all the land they have,
the only home they know. If you ask them to leave the village they will be lost, they will die. Only this land has
any meaning for them. What can Kandian do without his palmyrah trees? They’re free to do as they want. There is
no one for them to serve, no one to obey now that your family is no longer here.”
“Is kurukkal still here?” asked Arasan to stem her flow of words. “I would like him to perform an aricchenai in
my father’s name.”
“Yes, he may be there; but first come and see Mama.” She would not be pacified.
“Mama is old and feeble now. When your family lived here we could command the respect of the whole
village. Now we are left alone. We have nothing. The 1ittle money we have is what the relations give us. Nobody
comes to help us as they did in the days when your parents were here. Look round you, your parents’ land is
neglected. The well has not been cleaned for years. The water is green with weeds and moss. It’s aboundmg with
frogs, it’s not safe to drink the water, it’s full of tadpoles and fish; the ul-mutham is filled with sand, not a plant or
blade of grass grows here; a desert that’s what it is.”
The distant sound of a koel came from the grove. Parrots swooped and darted about pillaging the guavas.
Looking at the tall trees he thought of the vinkoovel of his youth.
“Sellaththé, do the village boys still tie those large kites to the trees?”
How those reed-throated pattam had cried, cried and called to wind, surging through the huge claw-like fronds
of the palmyrah, these huge bird forms rose far above the grove like a guardian deity of the village. The pattam
wrestled with the wind and cried to be released but they could soar only within certain limits. All night long the
sonorous sound of the wind blew through the throat of the strong reed while Arasan slept feeling the tug of the
kite ropes lift and fan, lift and fan, carrying his dreaming body skyward.
Now, looking up at the blue white sky he saw a few shreds of pale clouds floating above their heads. The sun
was coming up, the heat began to burn through our pores. Long floating strands of sunlight wove nets of fire
through which the shadows of flying birds were caught and held momentarily.
“No, there is no one left to make these pattams,” Sellaththé sighed. “We have a home through your father’s
kindness,” she continued. “But of what use is it to us to live alone. You and your brothers must uphold the family
traditions. Your family sends money to kurukkal to perform the rituals. But that is not enough. The years come
and go. I cannot remember when your father was last here for the kodiyetham. Come, Arasan, come this year.
Take part in the rituals as you have in the past.”
*
Selaththé refused to accept the changes that had taken place m their lives. Now they had gone their separate
ways. The pattam had found its release and drifted over the grove, floating over the endless dunes of sand, to fall
where the velvi stones stood crusted with the dried blood of the sacrifice. For Arasan, the kite had fallen, torn from
its moorings, when he had been taken to Colombo for his education in a Roman Catholic College. Here, the new
rituals were alien to him and listening to the sonorous litanies of the Latin Mass, in place of the rich Sanskrit
slokas, he had pushed further and further into his consciousness the life of the village. He could not go back to the
groves and dunes in a landscape which to him had been instinct and alive with its supernatural and animistic
forces.
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He had lost the pathway to the ancient temple, whose stones glowed like red jewe1s in the late sun. There was
no time 1eft now in his life to replant the flowers and trees in the ul-muttham or drink of the well waters even if
the weeds that choked it had been cleaned. The frogs would continue croaking night after night into this vast
silence and the carved naga would creep out of the Bhajrava temple into the grove wandering among the spirits
that dwelt within its light and shade.
We now stood on Thiagarajah Saravanamuthu’s land. The space where his old home had stood was covered
with palmyrah trees, the house itself had been completely effaced. Sellaththé had been almost moved to tears as
she spoke of the past, but now she grew silent as she 1ed us through pathways in the still grove, the green
parakeets darting around us.
Sellaththé led us to her own home. It was a typical house of the village with clay walls built of the rich red
earth of Navaly its roof thatched with fronds of the palmyrah and a thinnai that rose steeply from the garden. The
grinding stone lay in a corner, clean empty upturned earthen pots were piled one on top of the other, some neat
bundles of firewood were arranged beside the stones of the hearth.
An old man, very fair-skinned, a ruddy hue touching its almost milky whiteness and clad in a clean white
veshti and shawl reclined on an armchair, reading a book. His fingers, long, white fine-boned were stained with
yellow brown snuff.
“Mama, how are you. We have come at last to see you after all these long years,” Arasan greeted him with
affection, yet a little warily. Turning to me he said:
“This is Ponnambalam, Mama. I have spoken of him to you.”
“Ah, so you are Arasan’s wife?”
He spoke with great politeness in his somewhat old fashioned, stilted English but his eyes surveyed us wisely,
intrusively like those of an old hawk, golden, flecked with brown. His mood transitional, changed and abruptly he
drew all attention to himself.
“Does she know our story?”
I looked at him. Sellaththé’s and his conjointly? Had he expected Arasan to relate it like an epic of their family
history? I had heard often enough about the others—the grandparents, the parents, aunts, uncles, cousins, distant
and close, of clan pride and wealth, of happiness and tragedy.
Where, I wondered did Ponnambalam and Sellaththé fit in. No one spoke of them or even mentioned their
names in the family circ1es. It was always this one did this, or that one did that, something noteworthy or
deserving of praise; even the quirks and idiosyncracies were part of the frieze sculpted out of the monumental
memories of the family.
Yet it was only Arasan who wanted to remember or cared to do so.
Once Ponnambalam had been called the “Prince of Manipay.” He had belonged to one of the best Vellala
families; he was fajr complexioned, handsome, his features delicately fashioned. He had traveled far and away
from the village cutting himself off from the ropes that bound the pattam; yet he had missed its wild cry and come
back.
Reclining in his armchajr hour after hour, waking and sleeping he watched the light and darkness pass their
wings over the closely growmg trees, while he ate the ripe fruit that Sellaththé brought him as she wandered about
alone in the garden.
He held in his hand a wood apple, ripe, and which he had just cracked open. Nothing could be sweeter than a
fruit freshly fallen from one of the trees that grew wild in Navaly. The dark richness clung like moist earth to the
shell, its fragrance spread into the air which shimmered with heat. The silver light struck hard against the black
fronds and a slight wind rustled through them.
“Arasan, you didn’t write. Why didn’t you answer our last letter?”
Arasan could say nothing.
“We wanted help to build this house. Everybody helped but you.”
Yet Arasan had been so fond of Ponnambalam Mama.
“You didn’t even answer the letter,” I remembered.
“Arasan who are these people?” I had asked as he read the closely written sheets of yellowmg paper.
“Relations, distant relations.” “Won’t you help them?” “Yes, Yes, I must.”
But he had forgotten.
Ponnambalam had not forgotten.
“Yet we built this house on your father’s land.”
*
Fifty years ago, Sellaththé and Ponnambalam had been married. He had come from his village in a grand procession, garlanded and perfumed, in fine silk, his veshti and shawl gold-bordered, the silk of his clothes so sheer
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and fine that the golden tint of his complexion gleamed through its transparency. He was accompanied by relations, musicians. The tholan\fn{A note reads: The “best man” at a wedding.} had gone to meet him on the way. White
nila-pavadai had been spread on the route along which his carriage passed. On the threshold of the houses
kumbum had been placed to welcome him. His pure white, gold-bordered turban flickered like a white wing in the
sunlight.
He had been welcomed, and at the auspicious hour approached the manaverai.\fn{The ceremonial wedding platform.} The flame of the sacred yaham had been kindled and was burning with a steady flame. In the bedroom, Arasan’s mother and the relatives were dressing the bride. They were whispering to each other,
“Ponnambalam has been drinking.” Sellaththé heard them.
She began to cry as they wound the flowers in her hair and draped the stiff folds of the silk saree on her. She
cried and cried.
“I cannot go with him,” she told Arasan’s mother.
“Thangatchchie, do not worry. He will change when he is married. He is young. He has had too much money.
He will settle down. Don’t worry. He’s a bit wild now but it will soon be over,” she consoled.
At any rate such scandals as changing one’s mind just before the marriage ceremonies could not be permitted
in the little village of Navaly. Sellaththé had been bathed by all the staid married relations, in milk and water, and
the crimson silk saree draped on her body; her hair sleekly oiled and plaited was heavy with jasmine flowers. The
womenfolk stood round her like a strong wall through which she could not break through. Soon she too would be
one of them, bathing and dressing brides, coming forward and taking her rightful place among them at all the
functions and ceremonies. She could not so easily forfeit all this now.
“I will go then,” she said reluctantly. “What else can I do where else can I go? I will be too ashamed to live if I
do not accept him now.”
All the friends and relations had arrived for the marriage ceremonies. The Brahmin priests were preparing to
perform the rituals, the musicians were playing the nadhesweran and thavil.
Sellaththé stepped down firmly from the manaverai and went round the yaham three times with her head
bowed, the picture of a traditional Hindu bride. But all eyes were on Ponnambalam. His face flushed, the red
flickering flame from the sacred yaham, reflected in his eyes, glittered like twin snakes as groping with the clasp
of the thalikoddy he fixed it round her neck.
Soon after the marriage he had gone through whatever money or land she had. Piece by piece he had pawned
or sold the jewelry she had brought with her when she had married him. It went to replenish pla after pla of toddy
which was the sweetest nectar to him. Now, looking at her I noticed that she no longer wore her thalikoddy. All
they had was each other. She didn’t need a thalikoddy.
Nothing could undo the clasp he had welded so closely on the day of his marriage. They had no children, her
possessions were few, they had neither land nor wealth yet neither would abandon the other.
For several years Ponnambalam had hardly done a stroke of work. Why should he be over ambitious? His
relations, would always support him at the worst. Sellaththé would never leave him.
“And how can I keep even the job I got?” he would say. “This old aththé is so jealous of me. When I was
teaching in that little school, the job which your father got for me, aththé was always peeping over the wall to see
what I was up to. She was so jealous of those pupils of mine. Of course the principal said that I was not concentrating on my work. How could I? I was restless, distuibed, one eye on the book, another on the pupils. I had to have
a third eye for aththé, I didn’t know when her head would pop over that wall to glare balefully at me. Of course I
had to go.
“And I was working in that insurance firm of that fine Englishman, Mr. White. How polite he was to me.
Always wishing me good morning or good evening. I kept accounts for him. Ah, I cannot forget him in his white
starched suit, collar and tie. That job too your father got for me. Yes, yes, I stayed with that firm for some years
and then your aththé wanted to come back to Navaly and to what? It was useless. All of you were preparing to go
away.”
Through those long evenings after drinking toddy Ponnambalam would rant and rave against the relations who
had helped him.
Sellaththé crouched in a corner listening to him without a murmur.
“Why did I marry this woman? With my looks, my birth, my talents, I could have had the pick of the best
families and they would have been proud to have had me as a son-in-law. I could have had a bigger dowry too.
You people grudge me even a corner in your house. You put up with me unwillingly yet you have so many empty
rooms in your houses. Just a corner for Sellaththé and for myself. Do not grudge it. When I have my own house
one day I will treat you to the best I have; in the meantime we must dwell on the fringes of your prosperity and
choke on the rice we eat from you.”
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*
Sellaththé in her resigned fashion listened to all these tirades. Taking a betel leaf from the brass thattu she
meticulously placed on it slivers of arecanut, a dab of chunam and spices, folding it neatly into a chew as if she
were packing away her thoughts beyond sight. As she put it into her mouth, she ruminated.
When he was tired out, he would sleep although Sellaththé would stay awake long after the rest of the household had gone to bed. Through the small barred windows of the stone house night sounds would filter in, the crickets, the frogs from the kerney and the sound of falling fruits ravaged by night marauders. Her thoughts wavered
as she recounted his monologues yet she wou1d never leave him.
She had grown attached to him, she felt affection, fondness for him. Although she lived the life of a poor
relation she had a place however insignificant among the rest of the married ladies. She had grown strong too. She
would survive. A life such as hers left no room for weakness of spirit. So in the morning, early, she would rise and
bring hot coffee in a lotah for Ponnambalam and rub his head with lime and oil, wash his veshtis for him and
somehow contrive to get him his pla of toddy in the evenings.
The years passed and the family house was empty; yet it was she who most fiercely wished to preserve the
family traditions on the family property, in the temple, in the village, lording it over Manonmani, Sinnian,
Kandian and the others who were the lesser beings in the social hierarchy. She hadn’t wanted Arasan to have even
a cup of tea in Manonmani’s house. She and she alone wanted to take Arasan round the family property to show
him all that belonged to the brothers and sisters walking through pathways that led in so many djrections on the
divided land.
Yet, although Ponnambalam was irresponsible he was charming and kind-hearted too. He was perhaps too
innocent and guileless, possessing none of the rapacious ambition of those who were the go-getters in life. He felt
that his birth, his looks, his charm entitled him to a life of ease and comfort. He did not want to work hard for
these things; after all, his tastes were simple. When he had whisky he drank it. When he didn’t have that, he
contented himself with toddy. When he worked for the Englishman in the insurance firm he wore starched white
suits and put on polished shoes. When he was in the village he wore a simple cotton veshti.
Sellaththé however always remained the same. The sombre mate to the brilliant chameleon.
Whenever he had a little money to spare from his toddy drinking he would buy fresh raal from the fisherman
who brought villarkutti and other varieties of fish. He would come out with his little clay chatti and buy the fresh
raal. “Just one more, just another fish,” he would say persuasively to the fish man. The raal he would grind finely
to make savory cutlets for Arasan and his brothers. When he was short of money he would shoot the wild pigeons
that flew about so abundantly in the grove and make pigeon pie.
Now lying stretched out on the armchair he seemed content enough to read from the Ramayana and eat wild
woodapple, sleeping idly in the sun, awakening and listening to the slight yet sharp thud of the green mangoes and
the little kurumbettis as they fell throughout the day, their burnished polished skins tender yellow green. I
wondered who brought him his toddy now in the brimming pla. Who was there now to command Kandian to
bring it to his feet, unless he did it out of courtesy and kindlines for the raffish old man. The shadows played on
Sellaththé’s neck, softening the gaunt hollows and jutting bones where the heavy thalikoddy had rested.
Her neck was bare, the gold had long been spent but the clasp which Ponnambalam had so unsteadily fixed
seemed invisible, unyieldingly moulded onto her skin.
Lost in his dreams he lay here sleeping and waking, waiting for death. The mango trees around him, season
after season sprouted blossoms, the fruits grew ripe and hung in pendant clusters from the branches. Rich oil
oozed from the gingelly seeds crushed in the chekku. But who was there to fill it with seed and gather the oil.
Only Kandian was left to tap the palmyrah flower and fill the pots with their nectar. Ponnambalam charmingly
continued to live off his relations as he had always done but now he was left alone to rule over these wide demenses.
But power he did not possess to wield over a single human being. He did not feel its sting as much as Sellaththé did. She felt the loss of power more than anyone else.
Ponnambalam had asked for much less from life.
It was Sellaththé who was avid for power. She bemoaned the passing of the old times.
*
“When your mother was here, how many people served your family. Now there is no one to even draw water
from the well, no one to renew the fences, no one to care for your fields and gather the harvest or even pluck the
fruits. I pick up what I can from the garden. Weeds have sprung up round the walawu. Nagalingam is too old to
clean the well. The ul-muttam is filled with sand. The neighbors’ goats and cattle wander in through the broken
fences. We can’t even plant a coconut palm. The animals destroy them as soon as they start sprouting. Do you
remember your family guru, Yogaswamy? When he was alive you had his blessing.”
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We were sitting on the few available chairs on the thinnai.\fn{A note reads: Verandah or stoop at front of a house .}
Sellaththé had kindled a fire to boil. water for tea. The wood smoke rose in acrid gusts as she blew at it to make
the fire burn. She took some tumbIers out of a basket and also brought out several thosais.
“Take children, take and eat,” she offered generously. “Eat the thosai. Are you not hungry, children? Here, take
the white coconut sambol.”
Ponnambalam mama held out one of the cracked halves of his wood-apple.
“Children take it, share it between the two of you. It’s sweet and ripe. Your father will tell you how many he
ate as a child but then with a stone he could very skilfully bring down the ripest fruit. I don’t know how he spotted
them. I think he could smell them from the top-most branch. Arasan you will bring me the ripe ones when you
come here again, eh? Now it’s only what aththé gathers for me that I must be content with. Ah, well. I have my
pla of toddy to look forward to occasionally. Although Kandian must be reminded of his duties or he will finish a
whole pot by himself. Now children take the wood-apple at least.”
“No, Mama. You eat the wood-apple. We don’t want any. Kandaththé has given us a lot of thosai too.”
“But we must be careful when we eat them,” said Devasundari. “Sometimes we find goat hair in her thosai.”
“Ah, you will not find goat hairs in your aththé’s thosai. Soft and fine they are.”
All Ponnambalam and Selaththé had now was this wide thinnai and a small room, a clay hut which after their
death would fall apart and become part of the earth. Inside the one little room was an old couch spread with a
patchwork quilt for Ponnambalam to sleep on. Thick heavy mats were rolled up and suspended by rope from the
roof. In one corner of the thinnai was a basket of margosa seeds from which oil could be crushed in a small hand
press. Sellaththé had another basket with a few old sarees.
Once Ponnambalam had been made caretaker of a house in Manipay. Every evening he would go to the Nalava’s garden to drink his brimming pla of toddy—on credit—the debt grew and grew. The Nalava became
impatient and began to demand his toddy money. But how could Ponnambalam ever pay it back? There was
nothing more of Sellaththé’s to sell. Ponnambalam was at his wits end.
But he was never at a loss for long. Every night the neighbours heard the sound of tapping and breaking. They
became suspicious and informed the owner of the house of the mysterious goings on there. One night he surprised
Ponnambalam. Carrying his lantern through the dark garden he had knocked on the door. There he stood among
the strewn bricks looking only slightly perturbed at the interruption.
“Ah, Ponnambalam, it’s late. Were you restless. Couldn’t you sleep. Do you want to fetch the Parihari? You
shouldn’t walk alone through the garden at night what with reptiles, scorpions, who knows what.”
Ponnambalam had been taking apart the walls brick by brick to sell to his creditor. The man was building a
new house for himself out of the Vellala structure. What shocked his relations most was not the fact that he was
stealing the bricks (and to Ponnambalam certain standards of morality did not exist; it was not an act of theft but
an act of necessity, he was pressed to do this through his exigency) but that he was giving it all away without a
conscience, without a thought for his clan. The house was a symbo1 of the Vellala clan structure and here was
Ponnambalam taking it apart.
That he too was being displaced did not matter to him. He would always find a place to live in. He had never
been shelterless, there was always a niche for him somewhere. Here he lay now, reclining on the armchair submissive and saintlike but still with that gleam in his eye, ever so slight, of wicked amusement.
While Sellaththé only cared about maintaining their respect in the village he kept talking about the money he
needed to live and of how little he had of it for his creature comforts and chuckling over a rather risqué story of a
distant cousin of his who had been chased by the police for some misdemeanor. The young fellow had run from
garden to garden jumping over or creeping through pottu in the palmyrah fences hotly pursued by the law.
Ponnambalam had lain on his armchair egging him on and then he had deliberately misled the police. And today,
this very person was now abroad, prosperous, rich, a staid and respectable citizen of the country, sending
Ponnambalam money for his needs.
“Bring Naganathan’s letter and read it to Arasan,” he told Sellaththé. “Yes, he has not forgotten me. Last month
he sent me ten pounds.”
He looked at Arasan from the corners of his eyes. His tone suddenly changed and became suffused with selfpity. He continued his monologue. Sellaththé listening silently.
“I am a sick man now. There is only this old aththé to look after me. Sometimes I get a little money from here
and there but how could it be sufficient for us to live on?”
*
Arasan was silent. Ponnambalam had managed to live through his life with the minimum of effort. He had
done only the things which gave him pleasure. When he was young he had helped to make those enormous mansized vinkoovel which rifted the ajr with sound. The kite was moored to its tree firmly although it followed the
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pathways of the wind.
He had broken away from the strong rope. He had seen the world until spent and weary he had come back to
rest in the grove. Here, he now enjoyed the bounty of the land; all these acres rich in palmyrah and fruit trees were
his alone. He lived on Thiagarajah’s land. The garden yielded its first fruits to him, the hearth would never be cold
for there was plenty of firewood to be collected from the grove.
“Come Arasan, let us go and look at your old home. Your children must see where you grew up but don’t
imagine it is what it was like in the past.”
“Good bye Mama. We will come again to see you.”
Ponnambalam Mama leant back on the armchair. Already his eyes were closing, the empty shells of the woodapple had fallen on the ground.
“Good bye Arasan, good bye to all of you. Children, next time you come we will listen to the vinkoovel. Now
your father is impatient to go but when you return we will make one larger and greater and when you sleep at
night in your father’s house you will hear it humming through its reed throat. You will see it like a great dark bird
of night; it will drown the sound of the frogs croaking and you too will dream that you are sailing through the
darkness over the groves and dunes where Amman and Bhajrava are.”
“We will open the doors and sweep out the floors, arrange the furniture. Nagalingam can clean out the well.
Sellachchi can come and cook for you all,” said Sellaththé.
“But come, let us see the family house first.”
*
We walked across the land strewn with fallen palmyrah fruit and margosa flowers. Arasan could see no familiar landmarks. There wasn’t a sign of the lotus pool nor the promegranate tree. In the ul-muttham piles of silvery
white sand glinted in the strong white sunlight. The dunes seemed to be creeping closer to the house. Faint marks
of wind drifting leaves and twigs had traced their patterns on it. Pillars of coconut wood upheld the roof with their
fine brown speckled grain. There were two small bed rooms, the doors deeply carved with wreaths of flowers and
leaves. Heavy brass keys hung from the key-holes; they would hardly turn in the locks.
“Your grandfather’s pettagams, Arasan.” They had once contained the family wealth.
“What is in them, Sellaththé?” Arasan asked idly.
“Your mother’s brass and copper vessels, the kuthuvillaku, all the things that no one uses any longer. Come, I
will take you to see your share of the property.”
*
We left the house, walking through pathways of white sand until we came to the fenced off section where
Kandian lived. He stood in the garden among the palmyrah trees. It was cool in the shade cast by the great black
fronds. His wiry body glistened with the same sheen that the palmyrah fruit possessed. His face beamed at Arasan
and even while he greeted him, he held out his knife, the knife with which he severed the palmyrah flower, it’s
blade glittering sharply in the sunlight. His body was almost hidden by the shadows of the fronds, yet the
glittering knife seemed to sever the shadows, parting them with a silver tongue.
“Ah, Thambi after how many years do I see you. And what a changed person you are. Didn’t you hear about
my brother Sinnian? He died recently. He fell from the tree when he climbed to catch wild parrots and that was
the end of him. Now his two daughters are left without a father. What is to become of them?”
The light danced on the shining blade with which he slit the flower.
“Rasa, the toddy is now all over or I would have offered you some. Do you remember the fresh nectar you
drank as a child from the flowers I tapped? Now I am growing old and I struggle to come to the surface but I
drown like a bee in my own honey.”
“Kandian, I will come and see you again. The next time I return I will come early to take the first drink from
your pot of toddy. Keep a fresh pla for me.”
“Rasa are you sure that you will return? Come soon then. Don’t wait till the rainy season. Come when the
nectar of the flower is at its sweetest. Do not wait until it is too late, you will find I am not here and that my pots
are empty.”
“I will return, Kandian. Come Sellaththé, we must go back. We must return to Keerimalai before dark,” said
Arasan.
*
They began to retrace their steps. Sellaththé pointed to the carved cobra on the stone tablet in the Bhairava
temple.
“See Parvathi. See Devasundari. Many years ago my father had this cobra carved for the temple.” The naga
head flared out of the stone glittering black, its hood a dark outspread flower, glinting with silver motes, powerful,
potent.
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Sellaththé bent low touching the folds of the cobra hood. Its power seemed to enfold her in its coils, at once
comforting and protective.
“You will return, Arasan?” she asked. “If you do, Mama and I can hear the vinkoovel again. Now the nights are
lonely with only the trees around us and the wild birds and frogs croaking from the kerney. Kurukkal too will be
here when you come to the temple once again for the poojas every evening. After all it was your father who gave
his land for the temple veedhi. If you stay long enough we can start planting the ul-muttham again with flowers.”
“Aththé, aththé we must go now. It’s growing so late.”
*
Sellaththé, Kandian and some of the village folk came in a small procession to the bus-stand by the temple to
see us off. Kandian was drunk with toddy, the toddy which he himself had tapped from the flower, filling the clay
pots brimful. Now that he was no longer standing on the property of the Vellala family, he flaunted himself boldly
flourishing his toddy-tapping knife and talking loudly.
“Ah, now we are free. The old days are over and done with. Why should we continue to follow the old customs
and traditions of our forefathers to serve you Vellalas. Let us see who will carry your biers in the future. You will
have to carry them yourselves. Ha, we are free, free, free.”
All this he said looking in the direction of Sellaththé. He bore no rancour towards Arasan.
She was discomfited. Her proud hand had pointed to the carved nligam the temple. It was not the juice of the
toddy that dripped from its flickering blade. It was venom. Sellaththé’s neck bared itself to him, empty of its
thalikoddy, in its hollows nestled a shadow like the coiled naga with its flowering hood poised to strike.
“Rasa,” Kandian said, “who can now tell us we should do this, we should do that? We obeyed your father. My
father obeyed your grandparents. We have lived here for centuries. Where else are we to go? Who are we to serve
now that your father and his sons are no longer here?”
“We are here. We remain.” murmured Sellaththé.
“And what good is that? If Arasan thambi returns I will bring him the full pot of toddy and the fruit he loved as
a child. I will do that out of respect for his family. But he will go away. Will he ever return, or his children? I am
too old to make a pattam for them and even if I do will my arms be strong enough to hold the ropes which bind
them to the tree?”
Kandian’s knife flashed like the naga head poised for destruction.
“Hush Kandiah, don’t ta1k so loud. The police will take you away.”
She spoke childishly. Pointing his knife towards her as if he were preparing to slit the palmyrah flower, he
laughed and laughed and said:
“Me? Take me away? No, it is you rather who will be taken away.”
Ponnambalam Mama was safe in the grove dozing in his armchair, the margosa flowers falling silently around
him, lying so quietly in his half sleep, drifting into death, the half-eaten wood-apple in his hands which were as
delicate and useless as the ribs of an ivory fan.
“Thamhi,” she appealed, “Navaly is no longer what it was when you were a child here many years ago.”
Sellaththe was almost in tears. She turned away unable to speak.
*
In this silence, the bus arrived.
“We are going, Sellaththé. Come and spend the day with us at Keerimalai. Bring Mama along too.”
We got into the bus. It started off. We kept looking back at the little group standing forlornly outside the halfopen gateway, in the shade of the tamarind tree.
Kandian was still gesticulating violently at Sellaththé. His knife, sharp-bladed, flashed in the sun and Arasan
felt himself drowning, drowning in the nectar which Kandiah had so often given him, fresh from the tree.
But the aftermath of its remembrance was now bitter on his tongue.
93.178 The Visitor\fn{by Punyakante Wijenaike (1933-

)}

Colombo, Colombo District, Western Province, Sri Lanka
(M) 5

There is only one thing about Mrs. Dias that could be called abnormal and that is her complete lack of
emotion. Her corpulent self is stolid almost to the point of boredom.
Mrs. Dias is my new boarder. My purse strings need no stretching for my little business is thriving and there is
always money in the till. Besides, living is cheap for a lone woman. One does not have to eat at regular meal
times because cooking for one’s self becomes too much of a bother to indulge in frequently.
But I am lonely. The house stands alone at the foot of a hill and though cars go up and down the road, from
Colombo up to Kandy and from Kandy down to Colombo, still one can be very lonely. So I advertised my spare
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room and the only one who answered the advertisement was Mrs. Dias. I had no choice but to accept her.
When one is lonely one accepts anything at all.
But loneliness can have its advantages too. I believe I am a good cook. The only cook within a radius of ten to
fifteen miles of good road.
By the simple process of turning out hot hoppers with egg, or string-hoppers with mulligatawny,\fn{A soup,
usually of chicken stock seasoned with curry .} I have managed to live very well indeed. If twenty cars go by for a day, at
least ten would stop at the sight of the painted board outside my gate. I had regular customers too. Men who made
it a habit of taking the business down to Colombo, always stopped for a hot hopper.
The morning Mrs. Dias came I had just finished serving a customer with his breakfast. She came in a hired car
over-flowing with her belongings. Half a dozen suit-cases piled one on top of the other, cooking-pots, pillows,
brown paper parcels, and even an old mattress with the cotton peeping out in places. Amid all this confusion Mrs.
Dias sat calm and unruffled holding her best parasol.
But that was typical of Mrs. Dias. She never worried about anything and didn’t expect anyone else to do it
either. A room was advertised and she came prepared to take it. Never did she once worry whether the room had
been already let out or whether it would suit her taste. She never wrote and informed me that she was coming. She
simply came.
I have often wondered what she would have done if I refused o take her in. As far as I could judge she was not
rich enough to throw money on a return trip to Colombo. And it was apparent that she had given up her previous
lodgings and come with all her possessions packed in the car. I do not know whether she was stupid or merely
indifferent to what might have happened to her if she was turned away. At the most she may have been mildly
surprised and then gone on to a rest-house to contemplate the next move in her stolid fashion.
She was fully satisfied with the room. She never said so in words, Mrs. Dias never expressed what she felt, but
I could see that she had no complaints in the way she moved about, plodding systematically from suitcase to
wardrobe, neatly arranging her clothes in separate piles. She had brought quite a number of little knick-knacks
wrapped in cotton-wool, which she now arranged on the little table in the center of the room. Little bits of brightly
colored glass which a child would treasure. Dogs, cats, fish, a shepherd and shepherdess and a tiny musical box
shaped like a piano. Her hands moved over them lovingly as if they were the most expensive of crystal. In the
windows she hung dark brown curtains and spread a purple satin cover on the bed. The cover had a huge pink rose
painted in the middle. Her clothes were of the plainest and sometimes she would wear a blue sari with a brown
jacket and be perfectly satisfied.
*
Mrs. Dias and I soon fell into a routine which never changed its course. Sharp at seven-thirty she would come
to breakfast, dressed oddly, her still black hair oiled back into a neat konde. Though her hair had no gray streaks,
her body was soft and flabby with flesh that shook and quivered when she moved. Her plump cheeks were bits of
dough into which her mild brown eyes were sunk.
She would bid me good morning then fix her eyes firmly on the food. Between mouthfuls she would interrupt
herself to put banal questions such as:
“Are the string-hoppers soft today?” or
“Are you making meat or fish curry for the hoppers?”
“I do hope it will not rain and spoil things.”
The questions never varied. After breakfast she would potter around the kitchen probing and touching everything that came her way. She did not do this through inquisitiveness or interest but simply as a matter of routine.
Once she upset the batter I had made down the front of her clean sari.
“Do not worry about it dear,” she said in a tranquil voice. “We can beat up some fresh batter.”
After lunch she would retire into my big armchair in the verandah. She would sit there for hours just fanning
herself and looking out into the road. If a car stopped the armchair would groan as she strained forward to call me.
*
“Mrs. Dias, is it your husband you are expecting today?” I asked suddenly.
For a second she stared back at me as if she had received a shock. I had believed her to be incapable of any
feeling but now I imagined I saw a flash of fear in her eyes. But it was only for a short moment. The next instant
her face wore its usual composure.
“You are a clever girl,” she announced as if I had made some startling discovery. “How did you guess it was
my husband?”
“But does your husband live close by?” I had believed that there was only the jungle and road around us. She
stared out into the rain.
“My husband lives close to me always. There is no trouble for him to come here.” What a queer business! I
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thought.
“What do you mean he stays close to you, Mrs. Dias? Does he always follow you wherever you go?”
“Yes,” she said flatly.
I tried to think it all out. If he was so devoted to her why did they live apart? Mrs. Dias smiled her slow smile
and stroked my arm.
“You do not mind him coming here do you, Miss Ediriswinghe? I promise you that we will not disturb you in
any way.”
“No, no, I do not mind. Please do not think that,” I pleaded.
She sat down and started to clean the cutlery on the table. She had forgotten the flowers for her room. I looked
at her curiously. Though she looked cool and unruffled I felt she was uncomfortable inside. She would take up a
spoon, clean it half-way, and put it down again as if she found it impossible to concentrate.
“You must now look upon this place as your home. You must never again ask my permission to invite guests,
Mrs. Dias,” I said impulsively.
She looked at me gravely.
“Thank you, my dear, but I cannot do that. If I try to look upon it as my home, my husband will take advantage
of it. He would begin to look upon it as his home too and that would be very awkward and uncomfortable for you.
No, my dear, this is a nice place and I am very happy here but I must never make it my home.”
*
Suddenly I was touched to the heart. Poor old soul, I thought. In spite of her unruffled attitude she was human
with very human problems. Al the time I believed her to be a mechanical robot she must have been fond of me in
he silent way.
But was her husband the monster she made him out to be? Looking at her it was hard to imagine that anybody,
even a man, could get past that hard surface and break her heart. I had thought that she could have put up with
anything. Apparently I was wrong again.
I did not ask Mrs. Dias any more questions. I felt she would not have answered them if I had. But I thought
about what she had said to me. Coming from any other person it would not have been so sad. But Mrs. Dias had
been so passive, so incapable of any feeling, that those few words coming out in that low voice sounded not only
sad but tragic. It seemed as if Mrs. Dias in her own way had appealed for help.
“If I let my husband feel at home I would have to leave you.”
Perhaps he had lived off her. Instead of providing her with a home he must be following her around trying to
push himself into whatever temporary haven she found. Perhaps he was a hopeless drunkard, or a gambler. Or
maybe even a woman-chaser, though the last seemed a little ludicrous for a husband of Mrs. Dias.
Suddenly I giggled. Maybe that could be the truth. Certainly it was not impossible as I had thought. Maybe the
husband of Mrs. Dias had nothing to do but to turn to another woman for consolation?
After lunch Mrs. Dias retired to her customary armchair. I retired to my room for a short nap.
*
When I awoke three hours later it was dark and raining. Startled I leapt out of bed. Why hadn’t Mrs. Dias
called me as usual? Three hours! She had allowed me to sleep for three hours when customers may have called. I
put on a housecoat and rushed outside.
The groceries were on the kitchen table. Twice a week I had them delivered from Pereadeniya. The boy must
have come when I was asleep. I felt annoyed. Where on earth was old Mrs. Dias? Why hadn’t she called me when
the boy came? She knew I always checked the groceries before accepting them. Now owing to her laziness I may
have lost half the goods.
Because I was angry I did not call her for tea. When the kettle of water was boiling, I prepared tea and poured
myself a cup and went round to the front verandah.
But Mrs. Dias was not there. The armchair was empty.
Then I heard voices coming from her room. There was her dull flat voice and then a deep man’s voice.
Suddenly I remembered.
Of course, Mrs. Dias’ husband must have come!
I retraced my steps back to the kitchen. Now I knew why Mrs. Dias hadn’t woken me up. I stood debating
what to do. Then I made a fresh pot of tea and placing two of my best cups on a tray I took it to Mrs. Dias’ room.
It would be a nice gesture, I thought, this offering of tea on my part. It would make the old lady very happy too.
She would be sure then in her heart that I did not grudge my home to her visitors. Moreover I was more than a
little curious to see him.
Mrs. Dias’ room door was closed. I knocked softly and waited. Instantly the voices ceased and there was a
silence. I rapped again.
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“Mrs. Dias, I have brought you some tea,” I called out.
But the silence continued inside. Then I heard a slow shuffle of footsteps and the door was pushed open a
fraction. Mrs. Dias’ head came round it with difficulty.
“I do not want any tea,” she said calmly. “Thank you, my dear, but I do not want any tea today.”
The way she stood guarding the door was odd. It was as if she did not want me to see the inside of the room.
“But what about your husband?” I asked in surprise. “Surely he would like a cup of tea?”
“No, thank you, dear,” she said again in her flat final voice. “He never takes tea.”
Then she closed the door in my face.
I carried the tray back to the kitchen. My hands shook as I set it again on the table. I felt as if Mrs. Dias had
slapped me in the face. I wanted to go back and say that I had had enough of her. I wanted to shout and scream
and tell her to leave my house. Then my temper cooled and I began to feel I should be more sensible.
*
Mrs. Dias was a fool. Now I knew why she was anxious to guard her precious husband from me. She was
jealous of me.
The whole situation was so ridiculous that I laughed. I would get my own back, I vowed. Somehow I would
force her hand and make her introduce me to her visitor. Then I would have achieved the impossible. I would have
taken off that bland, peaceful mask she wore and revealed the true Mrs. Dias. My anger was all gone.
I felt exhilarated and happy.
At last life was worthwhile.
I had something to look forward to.
It was apparently very late when the visitor left, for Mrs. Dias did not come out of her room till eight-thirty. A
storm was in full force and, because of the loud claps of thunder, I could not hear him leave. Serves Mrs. Dias
right, I though viciously. If she had been nice to me, her husband need not have gone out into the wet night. I
would have invited him to sleep here. Then I remembered that she had said clearly that she did not want to make
him feel at home.
*
She was her normal passive self at dinner. She never referred to her visitor or the unfortunate incident of the
closed door. It was as if the whole thing had been conjured up by my imagination. She chatted lightly about the
rain.
“I do hope it won’t keep on all night. But of course you have a good roof so it should not matter even if it does.
Why, the last place that I was in it simply poured down and wet my bed. You have seen that faded patch on the
bedspread? Well, that was where it got wet. Oh dear, was I upset about it! It was such a lovely bedspread too.”
“I do hope your husband did not get wet going home,” I could not help saying. She smiled gently.
“My husband never gets wet.”
It was on the tip of my tongue to ask bitterly whether her husband was made out of mackintosh material that he
should be so rain-proof. Then I realized that it would be a waste of breath. Mrs. Dias was so thick-skinned that
even the prick of a needle would never have been felt.
*
Thereafter Mrs. Dias entertained her husband daily in her room at five o’clock. I could have set my clock by
his punctuality. In that way he seemed very like Mrs. Dias.
I made it a point to eavesdrop through the thin wall of her room. I could hear their voices clearly though the
words were very often blurred and unintelligible. I began to like the deep pleasant tone of his voice. There was
something so steady and strong and masculine about it. Husband and wife seemed very happy together. I could
not deny that, however much I wanted to.
*
Gradually Mr. Dias became an obsession with me.
I would find myself wandering towards the garden when it drew near five o’clock. But I never saw him come
into the house. I would come out of the kitchen when I heard him bid Mrs. Dias good-night in the hall, but it was
always too late. He seemed to have gone the moment the words left his mouth. It was evident that he was either a
very shy man or that his wife’s instructions about hot disturbing me had made a very deep impression.
Poor man! He must have been compelled to use the back door more than once to avoid me.
Now and then I would try to question Mrs. Dias about her husband, in what I believed, was a subtle manner.
Over lunch or when we were working in the kitchen I would turn the conversation to family life. I told her everything about my own family, about my mother who was dead, my father and two brothers. But it was like throwing
myself against a stone wall. She listened but never spoke.
Sometimes at night I would lie in the darkness and make-believe that the mysterious Mr. Dias was next door to
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his wife’s room.
He was a tall man, yes, and good-looking and gentle in manner. He had seen me in the garden, though I had
not seen him, and he had fallen in love with me. He wanted to meet me but he had a conscience; he would always
do the proper thing by his wife even though he was unhappy. He dared not speak to me.
The more I played with this picture, the more I liked it. I began to improve, enlarge on it, as the weeks went by
and nothing happened to bring Mr. Dias to my presence. Sometimes when my imagination ran away with me I
would compare my slim figure with that of corpulent Mrs. Dias and pity poor Mr. Dias.
*
Were it not for Mr. Dias I believe I would have soon got rid of Mrs. Dias. She seemed to turn duller and duller
as the weeks went by. She was like a buffalo that wallows contentedly in the mud. Then the crisis occurred.
I met Mr. Dias.
*
The evening that it happened turned out to be one of the hottest on the calendar. I had had a tiring day for the
road had been busy. I lost count of the cars that stopped near the gate. Mrs. Dias helped me count the money and
put it away in the tin box I kept in the dining room. I knew her well enough now to be able to detect the slightest
variation of expression, or rather the feeling, that Mrs. Dias was upset over something. She moved placidly as
ever, but somehow I knew the difference.
“Anything troubling you, Mrs. Dias?” I asked.
She raised mild brown eyes to mine.
“I was wondering dear, would you mind very much if my husband stayed overnight only this once? You see he
has to go away for a few days and we will not be seeing each other for a week or so. We won’t be any trouble I
promise you.”
My heart beat fast. At last the opportunity I had been waiting for. This time I would be firm and stand for no
flimsy excuses of refusal.
“I do not mind at all, Mrs. Dias,” I said warmly. “Please ask your husband to stay the night and we can all have
dinner together.”
“Please do not worry about diner,” she said quickly. “My husband never takes dinner.”
“Come now, Mrs. Dias!” I said firmly. “Surely you do not expect me to believe that? Your husband must have
some dinner with us. How can we expect him to go hungry?”
“But my husband will never eat it,” she said stubbornly. “The food will only go waste.”
“Then let him sit at table while we eat,” I cried recklessly. “For I would love to meet your husband.”
You are not going to shut him away from me again, I told myself. Oh no. This time you are not going to win.
“But you do understand,” she said helplessly. “You cannot meet my husband and be happy again.”
I had been right then. She was afraid that I would seduced her husband away from her.
“Why do you say that, Mrs. Dias? Surely your husband cannot annoy a landlady to that extent!”
“Miss Edirisinghe, you are young and do not understand the situation I am placed in. Please do not insist on
seeing my husband.”
“But I do insist,” I said boldly. “Mrs. Dias, I will be very angry if I cannot meet your husband. Surely we know
each other well enough not to be afraid of what your husband may say to me. I promise you I will not be angry
with him and that I will not drive you out of the house on account of it.”
She moved to the window and gazed out at the bright sunshine. She stood there for a long time just staring. I
moved close to her and laced my hand gently on her shoulder. The soft flesh quivered and it was all I could do to
prevent my hand from withdrawing in repulsion.
“Dear Mrs. Dias, do not worry. I only want to meet him for your sake.”
She turned and looked at me squarely. There was no resentment or fear on her face.
“Very well. As you are so anxious to meet him we will come to dinner. Please knock on the door when you
want us to come.”
I had won. But her indifference made it difficult to enjoy the victory. All that fuss and now it seemed she cared
little whether I did, or did not, meet her husband.
*
But I soon ceased to worry about Mrs. Dias. I decided the dinner would be yellow rice and chicken curry in
honor of the occasion. I spared no pain over the cooking. Surely when Mr. Dias smelt the succulent aroma of that
chicken he would eat?
Strange to say Mrs. Dias did not offer to help as usual. She retired to her room and did not come out all
evening.
I do not know what prompted me to take such care over what I should wear that evening. Finally I decided on
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a pale pink georgette sari that had been in mothballs since I was eighteen, twenty years ago. But tonight I did not
think it looked too frivolous. It was not only the very young that were privileged to wear pink.
I brushed out my short hair and added a pair of gold earrings.
Poor Mrs. Dias. I must put on a show for her sake. I must make her feel that everything was going to turn out
all right.
As usual I did not see Mr. Dias come but I soon heard his voice inside the room. They were both talking and by
the sound of the voices they seemed to be having an argument. That is Mr. Dias’ voice was raised while hers
remained flat.
I frowned. I hoped Mrs. Dias was not trying to persuade him to be without dinner. One never knew what went
on behind that broad smooth manner of hers.
At eight-thirty I knocked sharply on the door. Instantly the voices ceased and I heard here slow heavy footsteps cross the floor. The door opened a little.
“Dinner is ready,” I announced brightly.
*
Mrs. Dias slowly pushed the door wide open. Her eyes were on my face and though I looked back at her I
could see nothing but the faintest trace of perspiration on her brow.
It was warm, for the windows were closed. How absurd to close the windows when it was so hot!
The room looked the same. Nothing had changed since Mrs. Dias moved in two months ago. There were the
same cheap bric-a-brac on the table, the same vase of flowers, the brown curtains at the windows. The room was
all there in its stolid strength.
I looked around carefully. But where was Mr. Dias?
“He is over near the bed,” said Mrs. Dias.
I looked at the empty space around the bed with the purple-satin cover, and wondered whether it was Mrs. Dias
or I had gone mad.
“He is there, dear,” she insisted. “See now he is smiling at you. Don’t be shy, Carl. Come and shake hands with
Miss Edirisinghe.”
“Mrs. Dias,” I said slowly. “Mrs. Dias, are you feeling all right?”
Mrs. Dias looked back at me. The perspiration was clearly visible now on her forehead and she looked sad. It
was queer to see Mrs. Dias looking so sad. I had believed her to be incapable of emotion.
“I warned you, Miss Edirisinghe, that there would be trouble if you tried to see my husband. Poor Man! He
died eleven years ago and from that day he has never known a stable home. People do not like to have him in the
house and I cannot keep him a secret for sooner or later they always find out.
“They become terrified when they discover the truth. They hold pirith ceremonies and tie charms to exorcise
the presence of my Carl. As if he were a devil or an evil spirit! My poor gentle Carl who only comes to see me.
You are not afraid of my husband, are you, dear? See, he is harmless as a baby. Though you cannot see him he is
there waiting silently.”
I jerked back towards the door. If I did not move fast Mrs. Dias might kill me. Fool that I was not to have
realized that there was insanity under my own roof. Underneath that terrible calm, Mrs. Dias was insane.
Mrs. Dias smiled at me sadly. Then she wandered towards the bed.
“Carl, we will have to leave this house too. She is afraid of you, Carl. See how she is running away from you
even now. Tell her not to be afraid, Carl!”
She was stark raving mad. The thing to do was to remain calm and then go for help without her knowing it. I
fixed a smile on my face and continued to move towards the door.
Then a deep gentle voice spoke to me from the empty bed.
25.134 Bharat Changes His Image\fn{by Malini Yasmine Gooneratine (1935Western Province, Sri Lanka (F) 6

)}

Colombo, Colombo District,

We have lived quite a long time in Australia now, but even during our first five years here my husband and I
discovered many, many fascinating things about this country, its landscape, its wildlife and its people.
One thing I learned is, that while Australia is very rich in unusual species of bird, beast and fish, there are some
varieties of Australian wildlife which should be carefully avoided.
“Australia, the most dangerous country in the world,” said the brochure the Rentokil man left in our letter box
when he came round to spray the foundations of our house against funnel-web spiders and redbacks. Those are
creatures every newcomer to Australia is warned about. And when I told Christina Dory how much I was looking
forward to practicing my swimming skills in the summer, she looked very concerned and told me to beware of
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jellyfish off Australian beaches in January, and sharks and stonefish all the year round.
“Better watch out for stonefish, they’re poisonous, and very, very dangerous,” Christina said. “One encounter
with a stonefish can be fatal.”
Another thing I found out about Australia is, that like the Australian stonefish, which lies on the bottom of the
ocean floor like a harmless piece of rock until you step on it, Australian people can be endlessly surprising. One
surprising thing about them is, that deep, very deep, a long way down, Australians are true Orientals at heart.
Of course, like many Asian visitors to this country, I didn’t find that out at first, because Australians hide their
sensitive souls under a rough exterior. I was fooled, just like everyone else. Just like my husband.
From the moment we arrived in Australia, my husband started having problems with his image. Before we
came to Australia, I’d no idea he had an image, apart from his reflection in the bedroom mirror or his shadow on
the grass. But now it seemed he’d acquired one, and with it he’d acquired problems: problems connected, as far as
I could make out, with the various aspects in which, he felt, he appeared to the Australians around us.
My Hindu mind couldn’t grasp at first what these problems could possibly be. There are images of Lord Shiva
in temples all over Sri Lanka, and the whole point about Shiva, surely, is that He appears in various aspects, and
we can worship Him in any of them. Everyone knows that. My mother taught me to worship Lord Shiva in my
husband. I’ve always tried to follow her instructions, especially when my husband is under strain. So I listened
very, very carefully as he told me all about these problems. But he saw how puzzled I was, and he clicked his
tongue impatiently.
“Look,” he told me. “We’re Asians. They’re Australians. When Australians meet us, that’s what they notice
first. Difference.”
“But we’re not ‘Asians’ here,” I said. “When Australians say ‘Asians’ they don’t mean real Asians, like us.
They’re talking about—”
My husband looked very hard at me, and I stopped mysel£ just in time.
“I’ve told you a hundred times, Baba, don’t say that word,” my husband said crossly. “And Australians can’t
make fine distinctions between one kind of Asian and another, stupid. Australians never had an empire.”
Now, I wouldn’t call myself an intellectual person (though it’s something I would very much like to be). But
never once, before we came to Australia, did my husband ever call me “stupid.” Things of quite minor importance
which had seemed perfectly all right at home, and were part of our normal everyday existence there, are
apparently all wrong here. Or so my husband appeared to think. It just shows, I told myself, trying not to care that
he had just called me “stupid,” how much under strain he is.
You see, at home in Sri Lanka, and I suppose in India too, which is the center, after all, of the real Asian world,
we always called Far Eastern people “Ching-Chongs.” My husband says it’s a racist way of speaking, that we
learned racism from the British in our colonial days, and must discard it totally now that we are free. But coming
from such a Westernized family as his, he just doesn’t understand. There’s nothing racist about saying that word;
racism’s unknown in India and Sri Lanka. Race and caste and color just have their appointed places there in a
divine scheme of things, in which everything moves in a beautifully regulated order. Everyone knows that.
Though it’s a concept Westerners find hard to grasp, and so, sadly, do westernized Asians like my husband.
Being so westernized, for instance, my husband is only semi-vegetarian. Unlike me. And so, naturally, many of
his ideas too are only, so to speak, semi-Asian. Unlike mine. I do a lot of cooking, now that we live in Australia
and have no servants in the house, so my thoughts about living here do tend to get a bit mixed up, sometimes,
with my herbs and spices. And it was while I was cooking some prawns for my husband one day, which we’d
bought at the Pyrmont Fish Markets, that it suddenly struck me that people like us, real Asians, must have been
created as a kind of human Golden Mean, cooked golden brown and just right.
I’m not racist, of course, as that nice Australian on talk-back radio keeps saying all the time, but it does seem
to me that Westerners and Far Easterners really do look rather alike—so pale and … well, sallow—a bit like the
way raw shellfish look, before they’re curried, and get some color and taste into them. Not too appetizing, really.
My husband says we Asians are racist about color. Well, he couldn’t be more wrong. Our people aren’t racist
about color, they just honor a very ancient and holy tradition that has clear rules about what’s beautiful and what’s
not. The marriage ads at home rate complexions according to that tradition, and I’ve always been pleased that my
own complexion happens to be the exact shade they rate highest. I notice that manufacturers of suntan creams
here call it Natural Tan, and Australian women seem to kill themselves every summer trying to acquire it.
Well, no wonder, for personally—and I’m being quite objective about it because, of course, you’re born the
color you are, you don’t invent it, do you—personally, I like the way I look. And I should add that never, here or
at home, have I met anyone—well, never a man, anyhow—who hasn’t made it perfectly clear he likes the way I
look, too.
“Golden Delicious” my husband used to call me during those romantic first weeks when everything about
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Australia was new and delightful.
How soon he had become unhappy. It occurred to me that he might be a good deal happier living in this
foreign country if we both learned to speak the language. That very week, I went to the School of Languages at
Southern Cross University, and asked if I could be enrolled as a student of Australian. But it didn’t work out.
There were rows of Japanese students queueing up to learn English, and rows of Australian students queueing up
to learn Japanese. Nobody seemed interested in teaching, or studying, Australian. I was very disappointed.
But I often have the radio on while I’m in the kitchen, and while I was listening to talk-back radio one day, I
thought I would help my husband in a positive way by improving my Australian vocabulary.
So I bought myself a notebook, placed it beside the radio in the kitchen, and whenever I heard an unfamiliar
word, or heard someone say that he represented seventy-five per cent or eighty-five per cent or ninety-five per
cent of all Australians, I jotted down whatever he had to say. That way I came across a lot of really interesting
new words and phrases.
Some I found quite surprising. Like this very ancient Australian word which begins with a “b” and rhymes
with “custard,” which I first heard used—at a party—by one of my husband’s colleagues at the university. I
consulted our host, who told me to my surprise that Australians use this word as a term of affection.
Professor Dory told me a story about an Australian academic he knew who had apologized to an English don
for using this word freely at a Cambridge sherry party. (Professor Dory is an Australian, of course, but he went to
Yale for his PhD, my husband says, so he has to put on this really broad Aussie accent when he tells stories about
Australians abroad.)
“Sorry, mate,” the Australian had said. “I oughter’ve warned yer. Back in Oz, yer know, we call everyone a
bastard.”
The Englishman had gazed at him in mild astonishment.
“And why ever not?” he had asked.
Professor Dory’s stories were often about well-meaning Australians getting what he calls “the warm sherry
welcome” in Britain, and he’s an expert linguist, my husband says, so I’m sure he’s right in saying that
Australians call people names when they really like them very much. He laughed heartily as he told me this story,
so I laughed too. But I wasn’t at all happy about it, not really. We Asians respect genealogy and well-established
family lines, and that word means … well, there’s just no way I’d have called anyone a bastard, however
affectionate I might have been feeling at the time.
Except Ronald Blackstone. I’d have called him any number of good Australian names any time, with no
affection at all in any of them. Ronald Blackstone is a sociology professor from the University of Woop-Woop
who started up all our problems when he nicknamed a Sydney suburb “Vietnamatta” because it was full, so he
said, of Asians. (Far Easterners, he’d meant, of course.)
“Asians,” he’d said on radio, “pollute the air with the fumes of roasting meat. And we Australians,” he’d
added, “must be alert to the dangers involved for our society if we allow Asians in who cannot assimilate and
accept our customs.”
Well, for weeks afterwards, the newspapers printed letters praising Professor Blackstone for speaking out on
Australia’s immigration policy. That was when my husband started having problems with his image, and I started
listening carefully to talk-back radio, and watching television, and working hard on my Australian vocabulary. My
notebook, which was filling up with new phrases on a range of different topics, gave me confidence. Whenever I
got my husband alone, I tried out my new vocabulary on him. I felt this would give him confidence too. One day,
as he came in the door, I said,
“G’day, darl. I’ve come to terms with my sexuality.”
He looked alarmed to hear this, and I had the distinct impression that he avoided me for the rest of the evening.
So the following day, I tried again with some new words and phrases I’d heard on talk-back radio that morning.
“Why should you care what Blackstone says?” I asked. “Your eyes aren’t slits and your head doesn’t slope. It’s
obvious he doesn’t mean you.” My husband just looked depressed.
“Want to bet?”
*
Seeking ways to assimilate, we discovered the time-honoured Australian custom of name swapping. Professor
Dory says it dates back to convict days, and had a new vogue after war was declared in 1939 and hundreds of
German immigrants anglicized their names practically overnight in Australia. And though there’s no war on now
that I know anything about, it seems the grandfather of one of my husband’s graduate students found that his
family name of Michalakis was bad for business, so he swopped his name for a Scottish one. For two generations
now they’ve belonged to the Australian branch of the Clan Mackenzie.
My husband’s family name, which is mine too now, of course, had been conferred on one of his ancestors in
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the fourteenth century. It had been an honor bestowed on that victorious general of the Southern Kingdom at a
royal wedding which had followed a long and bloody battle. (The battle had been fought against Tamil invaders
from the Kingdom of Jaffna—among whom, as a matter of fact, there had probably been some of my own
ancestors, since Amma’s family belongs to the warrior caste of the North. In our ancestral home in Jaffna there are
still some ancient spears, and swords rusty with blood stains.)
My husband’s family name of Mangala-Davasinha poetically combines words meaning “Wedding Day” with a
complimentary description of his ancestor as an all-conquering lion. When our friend Mr. Koyako advised us to
retain, if possible, something of the past when we changed our name, I suggested to my husband that we simply
shorten our surname to “Sinha.”
Mr. Koyako approved of this idea. That way, he said, the name would still mean “lion,” but most important of
all, it would indicate identity with my husband’s community, the Sinhalese.
“Too much like ‘Singh,’” my husband said. “They’ll think I carry a dagger in my turban, like the Sikhs on
London Transport.”
“But you don’t wear a turban, dear,” I reminded him. And I added playfully,
“Sikh transit gloria mundi, darl. Remember?”
This was one of my husband’s “Sikh” jokes, invented when he was travelling by bus to do his PhD research at
the British Museum, and bought his ticket most days from a turbanned conductor. I had thought the memory
would make my husband smile. However, he just looked irritated. So for the moment I abandoned the idea of
cheering him up, and in spite of the long and glorious history of his name, we looked for a user-friendly model to
replace it.
It didn’t take long to find one.
“I had the name on my door in the School changed today,” my husband told me a few days later. “We’ll be
calling ourselves “Mundy” from now on. “Mangala-Day,” Mun-Dy, get it? I’m told it’s a highly respected
Australian name.”
Well. I’d have liked some warning. After all, it’s my name, too. But though I couldn’t help hoping at the start
that Professor Blackstone would soon find himself up shit creek without a paddle, I’ve become quite accustomed
to “Mundy” now. It’s certainly much easier to say “Mrs. Mundy here” when I ring someone to fix things when the
Dishlex or the Hoover’s on the blink. Nobody asks me now to spell my name for them, or says “Hey, come again?
Bit hard to get my tongue round that one!,” clowning around the way Aussies love to do.
Next we traded in our first names. This was a really hard thing to do. For me because, besides being my own
personal name, Navaranjini has a really auspicious meaning in Sanskrit. My husband’s name, Bharat, means
“India” in just about every Indian language there is.
But it meant something more to us, for my husband had been named Bharat to commemorate his grandfather’s
scholarship in Indian languages. And now, having come to know Grandfather Edward through his travel journal,
giving up Bharat seemed to us to be a betrayal of everything he had stood for.
Ah, well, never mind. What’s it matter? Following Professor Blackstone’s radio talk, those Oriental names and
their meanings were among the first things we dumped, as if they’d been run-down cars.
So now we’re Jean and Barry Mundy! True blue, fair dinkum\fn{Real, genuine.} Aussies. Well, maybe not very
fair, but certainly blue-blooded. And probably dinkum, too. Mind you, it took time getting used to our new names.
There are problems attached to waking up with Barry when you’ve gone to bed with Bharat.
But as I told myself firmly throughout that difficult time, that’s the marvelous thing about life, you can make
yourself believe anything if you work at it really hard.
I recalled, in fact, not having liked my old name much, and having always wanted to change it—maybe it was
a premonition, and I was sensing even then, when I was only six and sulking in silence when anyone called me
Navaranjini at home, that I was bound for Botany Bay.
*
Next we swapped our Austin for a Holden, and moved to another suburb.
“A great big ugly bugger of a house,” said the ad in the real estate agent’s window. “No respecter of persons.
Newly built, still unshaven around the walls. Needs a woman to bring him into line. Just a softy, really.”
Above this was a color photograph of the house, and the price. It was expensive all right, but houses are places
to live in all your life, and leave to your children. My notebook told me the agent’s calling the house this word
(the one that begins with a “b” and rhymes with “rugger”) showed the house was lovable in a very Australian way.
So I prepared myself to love it.
Until Barry said we’d make a thumping profit on it when we next moved, since Vaucluse is such a prestigious
suburb.
*
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Life now became one surprise after another. The next thing I knew, Barry scrapped his spectacles, and went in
for contact lenses. That certainly was a good move: Barry has nice eyes, with really terrific lashes, and now you
could see them properly. He seemed much happier as a result of all these changes, and instead of standing about at
parties with a glass of orange juice in his hand, sulking and reading insults into everyone’s innocent remarks, he’d
have a really beaut time.
“Goodonya, Barry,” I said to him one evening. We were on our way to a reception at the university Lodge.
“Your image is in such great shape now, mate, that one of these days you’ll be trading-in your wife.”
Barry gave the tiniest little start, but of course he knew it was only my little joke. On the whole I didn’t think
we’d come too badly out of all the trade-ins we’d been doing to advance Australia fair. Especially when a tall
silver-haired Australian, who’d been looking appreciatively across the room all evening at my flame-colored silk
sari and the matching tilak on my forehead, came over and asked whether I’d like some champagne.
“However did you know I just love champagne?” I said.
“Because you’ve had two already,” he said. “I’ve been watching you.”
*
Well, it was a fun party. By this time, too, my Australian vocabulary had improved out of sight. In the company of Barry’s colleagues—that very intellectual Francesca Sweetlips, for instance, and Professor DoubletonTrout, who’s a sweet old dear but whose conversation is so full of Anglo-Saxon attitudes and allusions that half
the time one can’t make out what he’s saying, and even Red Kodd—though I must say Red always does his best
to put me at my ease by reading his VeTS fibre\fn{So the scan.} compositions to me—I had sometimes felt a bit like
a fish out of water. But by this time I felt much more at home, now that I could twig what people around me were
on about.
And another thing—I found, as I learned to speak their language, that Australians didn’t seem so unappetising
anymore, somehow. Not at all. Especially in their appearance. When we first came to Australia, I saw every
Australian, especially the men, as red-faced and yellow-haired. Or else white-faced and brown-haired. As I got to
know them better, I began to take in details. And some of the details that I noticed were not unappetising at all.
Quite the opposite, in fact.
He was back in a flash to refill my glass.
*
“I’m Ron Blackstone,” he said. While he took the bottle back to the bar, I turned to Barry.
Barry wasn’t there, Perhaps he’d slipped out for a breath of fresh air. I wished he hadn’t, I felt I was moving
into dangerous waters, and needed his support. My companion returned, bearing a newly frothing beer for
himself.
“Professor Blackstone,” I said. “I’ve been looking forward so much to meeting you. For weeks, really, I’ve
been thinking of nothing else.”
He seemed pleased to hear this. For what seemed a long time he gazed at me as if mesmerised. I find I have
this effect on Australian men, especially mature ones who know the real world.
“How extraordinarily nice of you to say so,” he said. “I take it you’re a student here?”
For a moment I was filled with real regret. Close up, I’d noticed his eyes crinkled delightfully at the corners.
Like Paul Newman’s. But the moment soon passed. As I gazed up into the deceitful blue eyes of this pleasantly
smiling ratbag, the events of three miserable months crashed in my ears like the war drums of the North that had
called my ancestors to battle in centuries past.
“I’m not a student, Professor Blackstone,” I said. “I’m someone whose life you have personally made a hell on
earth.”
He had been bending over me, listening attentively, his eyes fixed on mine, but now he stepped back rather
quickly.
“I’m also,” I went on, “a wife. The wife of someone whose personality you have utterly destroyed.” He looked
concerned.
“Are you quite sure,” he said, “that you’re feeling all right?”
I took a deep breath, visualised the relevant pages of my vocabulary notebook, and uttered a silent prayer to
Shiva.
“Of course I’m not feeling all right,’ I replied. “How can I be feeling all right when I find myself in the
company of blackguards and brutes? Of scabs and scumbags? Is there,” I asked—and here I turned to the other
people in our little group (Jennifer Coquelle was there, I remember, and Bragge Groper, and Professor Ling from
Chinese Literature, and Jeff and Patricia Tailor) and I drew them into our discussion, just as I had been taught to
do at the finishing school I attended in Delhi—“is there another such shit-stirrer in the universe? Another dog’s
dinner named Ronald Blackstone?”
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The conversation in the room died suddenly. Of course, I hadn’t spoken softly, in my natural voice. The
elocution teacher at that finishing school always insisted that if we found ourselves speaking a foreign language,
we must remember to treat that language with respect.
“Enunciate each word, gels,” she would say, “clearly and precisely. So that there cannot be any doubt or
confusion about what you are saying.”
And that was how I spoke to Professor Blackstone, in Australian. In the silence around us I became aware,
behind Professor Blackstone’s startled face, of another face with a very different expression on it.
“Barry!” I called, and waved. But Barry unaccountably disappeared again, so I turned back to Professor
Blackstone.
“Yes,” I said contemptuously. “Barry. Do you know what “Barry” means in Sinhala? Let me tell you, Professor
Blackstone. In Sinhala, the word barr means “incapable.” It means “impotent.” And it was you who made my
husband trade in Bharat for a name like “Barry.”
I gave him the withering look Rukmani Devi gives the villain in that marvelous Sri Lankan film, Broken
Promise.
“You are a yahoo\fn{The brute of human shape from Gulliver’s Travels.} and a wrinkly,\fn{Asshole} Professor
Blackstone,” I said, “a shithead and a stinker.”
People were looking round at us nervously. My vocabulary was standing up well, but I suppose my voice was
getting a shade out of control. As well it might. I was filled with anger, but the man I’d just called a stinker
seemed to think it was due to the champagne, because he stopped a passing waitress and urged me to help myself
to a sausage roll from her tray.
This was too much.
“How dare you!” I said furiously. “You, a so-called sociologist who should know that real Asians would die
before they touched charred pig meat, you, polluting the air with meat fumes from your filthy, smelly barbie in
your weed-ridden backyard.”
The waitress quickly withdrew her tray, and vanished. I continued.
“You have the impudence to offer me a sausage roll, you ignorant, non-vegetarian racist? I am a Tamil,
Professor Blackstone, and a Hindu. Pure veg, and proud of it. What do you take me for? A pork-eating ChingChong?” And then I remembered the new words I’d learned from representative Australians on talk-back radio,
and added,
“A slit-eyed slope-head?”
The barbarian I was addressing seemed to emerge from a deep trance.
“Madam,” he said. “You call me a racist. I am forced to tell you this: you, madam, have put me completely to
shame.”
*
Well. I’ll admit I was stunned.
He’d said he was ashamed. And he’d apologized, just like that. Which just shows you mustn’t judge people too
hastily. As I told Barry in the car going home that evening, this experience showed that Australians can be
civilized. If you go about it tactfully.
I looked with new respect, even affection, at this racist I’d just reformed. And then I thought—why, if he can
be gracious, I can be gracious too. For it had struck me that I should encourage him in his reformed way of
thinking by demonstrating how well real Asians of culture and good will assimilate to the Australian way of life.
“Professor Blackstone,” I said smiling, and bringing my palms together I bowed to him as Lord Krishna bowed
to the noble enemy He defeated on the battlefield of Kurukshetra.\fn{ Modern Panipat in Northern India; it is the scene of an
epic battle between the Kurus and the Pandavas and is described in the Mahabharata .}
“I’m afraid I have to leave now, but I’m so glad we met. Goodbye, you bastard.”
It seemed that my affectionate Australian farewell had left him speechless with surprise and pleasure. And
that’s how I learned that, deep in their hearts, Australians are true Orientals: like us, they feel so deeply, so
intensely, that words aren’t always adequate to express their emotions.
How, I thought fondly, can I let this good man know, in true Oriental fashion, that I wish him well? And then
the right auspicious words came floating into my mind from where I’d written them on page five of my notebook.
“May all your chooks\fn{Domestic fowl.} turn into emus, Professor Blackstone,” I said, “and kick your flaming
dunny\fn{Outdoor toilet.} down.”
25.114 Excerpt from Funny Boy\fn{by Shyam Selvadurai (1965- )} Colombo, Colombo District, Western Province,
Sri Lanka (M) 2
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… We came home from school one day to find Aroma, I and Neliya Aunty sitting on the verandah, looking
alarmed.
“What happened?” Diggy asked.
“The police were here,” Amma\fn{Mother.} said.
“The police,” I said. Aroma and I looked at each other, remembering our last encounter with the police.
“What did they want?” Diggy asked.
“They wanted to speak to Jegan,” Neliya Aunty said.
“Why?” I asked, feeling suddenly afraid. They both shrugged.
“Anyway,” Aroma said. “I called the office. Jegan and your Appa\fn{ Father.} should be here soon.”
We went to put away our schoolbags. As we walked down the hall, Sonali took my arm and asked what I
thought was happening. I shook my head. I couldn’t help remembering that conversation Jegan and I had on the
beach. I wondered if the police visit was connected to his having been a Tiger.\fn{ A Tamil Tiger insurgent.}
When my father and Jegan arrived home, I was surprised to discover that my father was thinking along the
same lines I was. Once Aroma told them what had happened, my father turned to Jegan and said,
“I’ve never asked you this, son, but I need to know. Were you or are you connected with the Tigers?”
Jegan was silent for a moment. Then he nodded. My parents looked at him, appalled.
“But not any more,” Jegan said hurriedly, trying to reassure them.
“Are you sure, son?” my father said gravely. “This is not the time to hide anything from us.”
“I’m sure, Uncle,” Jegan replied.
“But what do the police want, then?” Aroma asked anxiously.
My father telephoned a friend of his who was high up in the police and explained the situation to him. Then he
just listened and nodded for what seemed like a long time. When he put down the phone, Amma asked what the
man had said.
“He’ll look into it,” my father said.
“Meanwhile, what do we do?” she asked.
“He advised us to go to the police station without waiting for them to come to us. That way they’ll know we’re
innocent.”
“Is that the best thing to do?” Amma asked.
“I’m afraid so.”
Amma and I looked at each other doubtfully. My father stood up.
“Better put on a fresh shirt and tie,” he said to Jegan. “Things like that are always important.”
Jegan nodded but didn’t get up. He looked very frightened. My father patted him on the back.
“Don’t worry, son,” he said. “You are innocent, so what can they do?” As an afterthought he added, “Anyway,
it’s best not to mention this Tiger business.”
That evening, we sat around on the front verandah and waited for my father and Jegan to return. Even though
the next day was a school day, neither Amma nor Neliya Aunty forced us to go inside and do our homework. I
glanced at Neliya Aunty and Amma, and I was reminded of that terrible morning when we had sat on the
verandah, waiting for the police to come and take them to identify Daryl Uncle’s body. As the hours passed,
Amma and Neliya Aunty got up from time to time to do little tasks, but they always returned to the verandah.
Gradually the darkness obliterated the red glow of the sky.
Finally, we heard my father’s car outside, and Amma sent me to open the gate. The glare of the headlights
prevented me from seeing into the car; it was only when it had passed me on the way to the garage that I saw that
Jegan was not inside.
I closed the gates and went up the driveway. Amma had come down the verandah steps, and she saw the
expression on my face.
“Only Appa came back,” I said.
She drew in her breath. My father had closed the garage door and was walking towards us.
“What happened?” Amma called out to him. “Where is he?”
“Oh, they just kept him for the night,” my father said. He was trying hard to sound casual.
“What?” Amma cried.
“Just routine stuff.”
“How can it be routine to keep someone in jail overnight?” By now Neliya Aunty, Sonali, and Diggy had
joined us. My father looked at Amma, irritated.
“They just wanted to ask him a few questions, that’s all.”
“Couldn’t he have gone back tomorrow morning?” My father shrugged.
“You didn’t say anything?”
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“I did, but under the Prevention of Terrorism Act they have the right to keep him.”
“But he’s not a terrorist!”
My father was silent for a moment. His face looked suddenly tired.
“Don’t be too sure about that,” he said. We stared at him.
“Evidently they spotted him at the Ministry of Sports grounds chatting with two men whom they later arrested.
The men were planning to assassinate a prominent Tamil politician because he is considered a traitor by the
Tigers.”
I gasped involuntarily. Everyone turned to look at me.
“Wait a minute. You go jogging with him, no?” Amma said to me. “Did you see him talk to these men?” Neliya
Aunty asked. I nodded.
“Son,” my father said gravely, “tell us exactly what you saw.”
I told them all that I had seen. How Jegan had recognized the men and how they had chatted briefly while they
were jogging and later as well when we sat on the grass. I also told them about Jegan’s decision afterwards to
change sports grounds, a decision which now made sense to me.
“He’s innocent,” Amma said, once I was finished. “How could he have been involved in the assassination
plan?”
“How do you know he’s innocent?” my father asked. “We can’t be a hundred per cent sure.”
“You mean you honestly think he’s guilty?” Aroma asked, astonished.
My father was silent. We all stared at him, angry and hurt that he would really believe this.
“Look,” my father eventually said, “the best thing is to get as little involved as possible. If they find out that
Jegan is connected to the assassination attempt, we could be accused of harboring a terrorist.”
“Nonsense,” Aroma said. “Why would they accuse us?”
“These days, every Tamil is a Tiger until proven otherwise.”
“So you’re just going to leave Jegan there?” My father turned to her, impatient how.
“You forget, Nalini, that I have a business to maintain. There are many Sinhalese in this city who would love to
see me go under. I have to be very careful.”
The next morning, I was awakened by the sound of my father calling to Aroma. Just from the tone of his voice
I could tell something had happened. I hurriedly knotted my sarong and went out into the hall, Aroma and my
father were leaning over the newspaper on the dining table. I came up to them and looked at the column they were
reading. The heading read,

KEY SUSPECT IN ASSASSINATION PLOT DISCOVERED
“See that!” my father said to Aroma, jabbing his finger at a line in the article.
“The suspect, Jegan Parameswaran, resides with a well-known Tamil hotelier.”

He groaned and pushed his hair back from his forehead. He and Aroma regarded each other for a long moment,
The phone rang then, and Amma went to pick it up.
“Oh, hello, Mala,” she said. I could hear Mala Aunty’s excited voice on the other end of the line.
“Yes, we saw the article,” Amma said wearily.
For the rest of the morning the phone rang constantly.
My father came home very late for lunch that day. We had already returned from school when he arrived. He
looked grim as he sat down at the table. We waited for him to speak, but he didn’t say anything until he had
dished out some food onto his plate.
“The office staff have read Jegan’s name in the paper,” my father said to Amma. “Some were sympathetic, but
others said nothing. It’s only a matter of time before the hotel staff finds out.”
He took a mouthful of food.
“You won’t believe what I found on my desk this morning.”
We waited for him to continue.
“A hate note,” he said bitterly. “Accusing me of being a Tiger.”
“But how did the note get on your desk?” Amma asked.
“How else do you think? A staff member put it there.”
We stared at him, shocked. I had been in my father’s office many times and I knew all his employees. It was
impossible to think that any of them was capable of such maliciousness. My father pushed his plate away.
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“And the filthy phone calls both for Sena and me. Poor Mrs. Wickramasinghe, our receptionist, was in tears by
lunchtime.” He shook his head and sighed.
“I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to live this down.” …
164.128 A Gentle Man\fn{by Mary Anne Mohanraj (1971- )} Colombo, Colombo District, Western Province, Sri
Lanka (F) 7
Suneel wakes up hours before his family. This is normal, although today is not normal: today is a special day.
Most days he makes tea, reads the paper, eats some toast without butter before going to work at his store. Sushila, his wife, never wakes until after nine. She likes to stay up late, talking on the phone with her friends. When
the children were younger, he was the one who woke them, who ironed their Catholic school uniforms and put out
milk and cereal. But now the children are able to wake themselves, and only Riddhi, his youngest, still sleeps at
home.
It is Riddhi’s birthday today. Tonight all of their friends will gather to celebrate his youngest daughter’s seventeenth birthday. She has just finished high school, and plans to start at the local community college in the fall. Not
as smart as her older sister, no.
His sweet Riddhi will never join Raji at Harvard. Just as well, considering what Raji is doing there, running
around in public with white boys. It turns his stomach.
He drinks his tea, savoring the taste of cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, with shreds of ginger so fierce and
strong. He’s tasted the tea in American stores—weak, sugary brews. Diluted, adulterated. Pathetic. His wife
claims she likes it that way, but she still makes his strong, the way they drink it back home. She knows that his
standards haven’t changed, that he still believes in doing things right. When she is with him, she drinks tea the
way he does. But when she’s on her own—who knows?
Sushila is still asleep; she has stayed up late, cooking for the party, making curries that will taste better the
second day. She has made beef curries and pork and chicken for their friends, who are all Catholic like her;
vegetables for him, the lone Buddhist. He has sometimes been tempted by the smell of her meat curries, but the
thought of actually eating meat turns his stomach. He has not had meat since he was twenty, back in 1946. Two
years before they married; thirty-four years ago. He has held firm to his convictions. If he ate meat now, it would
make him ill.
He can taste already her brinjal curry, savor the spicy coconut sambol and the pungent pickled limes. His
mouth is almost burning, though the fire is wholly imagined, and he takes a long drink of tea to soothe it. He
chokes on a piece of ginger, and coughs for a few moments, his whole body shaking. Then it’s gone, swallowed
down; and he is at rest again.
His wife is an excellent cook; none can deny that, at least, though he can guess what else they say about her.
She won’t be awake until eleven at least. But there is a lot to do between now and then. He washes the cup, dries
it, puts it away. .
*
He calls the store; no problems. His assistant is a solid man, his cousin’s friend, and reasonably trustworthy,
although he wouldn’t give the man access to the store’s bank account. He knows that you can’t really trust anyone
here, in America, not the way you could back home, in Ceylon. It’s just not the same; family and friendship don’t
mean the same things here that they did back there. He has learned that the hard way. Still, the man works hard,
and the store takes a lot of hard work.
The store has fed and clothed him and his family; in it he sells saris, lengths of shining fabric in silk and chiffon with bright gold threads. Suneel started the shop with money saved up from work in Colombo, the capital,
back when they were newlyweds. He had saved enough to bring his wife and young children to America, enough
to buy a partnership in a new sari store, one of the first in the country, and then worked hard enough to buy the
store outright a few years later. He’s proud of the store, and it’s doing well, but who knows for how long? When
they first arrived, it seemed that their white neighbors shared their values; knew the value of hard work, the
importance of family, of decency. He’d thought it a good place to raise children, a place of opportunities. But in
recent years, America has changed, changed completely. Nothing here is as it was, nothing lasts. In this country,
everything looks bright and beautiful and substantial, but it is so often a sham, with nothing real supporting it. Not
like back home.
*
Time to start cleaning.
Sushila does the light cleaning—she looks lovely wandering around the house in a simple green sari, feather
duster in her hand. But ask her to scrub the bathroom tiles, or even move the furniture to vacuum behind it … But
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he brought her here, after all; against everyone’s advice. The first man in his village to go so far from home. It
was his vision—America, land of opportunity, a shining bright future for his family. How could he have known
that in America, you had to be fabulously rich to afford even a single servant? They are not fabulously rich, and
his wife prefers not to think about the dirt that gathers in the corners, under the carpet.
He does not force it on her, though sometimes he is exhausted, coming home from the store only to find the
house is so filthy that he cannot stand it. Sometimes he stays up late for nights on end, sweeping and scrubbing
and mopping, while she talks on the telephone to her friends. She has so many friends, and they have so much to
talk about. Sometimes he wants to take her face and push it down in the bucket of scummy water, just for a
moment, just so she knows what she is forcing him to do—but he would never do that. He doesn’t even raise his
voice when he asks her what she has been doing all day long; he is not that sort of man. The Buddha counsels
calm in the face of the vexatious; restraint when in the presence of troublesome souls. He tries to follow the
teaching.
An hour later, Suneel is still cleaning, but Riddhi has woken up. She comes down the stairs in her purple
pajamas with sleep still crusted in her eyes, hair falling tangled down her back. How many times her mother has
told her to brush it with oil and braid it before sleep? She always forgets, like a child. His little one, his delicate
angel. She looks just like her mother did when he married her; much the same age as well. So lovely. They sent
her to a Catholic girls’ high school; both of them had agreed that it was best, after what had happened with Raji.
But soon the boys will be swarming around her; even tonight, at the party, the sons of their friends will be drawn
to her. His sweet innocent; if he could only keep her a child, safe, forever.
She wraps her arms around his neck as he bends over the bathroom sink, scrubbing at a stubborn stain.
“Good morning, Appa.” Oh, good morning, my daughter. Happy birthday. I hope you have a very happy
birthday today …
Then she’s off to eat cereal before starting to help with the cleaning.
Dutiful child, not like her sister who had always found some excuse to be out of the house when there was
work to be done. Even today—where is she? Has Raji come home to help? No. She’ll take the late train from
Boston, waltz in the door at four o’clock when the guests have arrived and the work is done. And he’ll have to
count himself lucky if she comes alone.
So far, Raji has at least kept her shameful behavior with her at college, not brought it home to their house. He’s
not sure how much it matters, since she isn’t discreet enough to keep it a secret.
Running around in broad daylight; holding hands and kissing.
All of their friends know what she does at night, when her mother calls at eleven o’clock and she isn’t in her
dorm room. One friend called them from Australia to tell them what she had heard—oh, how troubled she was,
how concerned about their Raji. Sushila has pleaded with him to do something about it, has raged at him. But
what can a father do?
Raji has made her own choices. He will educate her, that is his duty; then she will be on her own.
*
The heavy cleaning is done. Now there is just a little straightening left. Though soon Sushila will be up with an
endless list of errands for him to run. He turns the sofa cushions in the family room, his fingers digging deep into
the fabric, threatening to tear. She always has lists for him, and never mind what else he has planned; she never
asks—that’s yet another of his jobs, after all. To run around after his wife.
He deliberately relaxes his hands, breathes deeply, releases the cushions.
He pulls open the curtains to let sunlight into the fading room. Suneel straightens the photos on top of the TV;
so many of them. His beautiful wife, laughing at party after party. She likes parties, where she is always surroundded by her female friends. He can imagine the others not in the picture, the ghosts surrounding her. He is standing
behind her, there to hold her up, catch her if she falls—the good husband.
There is Raji, so tall and straight and serious.
His studious one, always busy alone in her room with her books and paper and paint. He had such hopes for
her … all gone, now.
And Riddhi, his angel girl, like a flower. Riddhi dancing, like her mother, a twirling burst of colored flame.
After her Arangetrum, her graduation dance performance, she stood up on the stage so seriously, and thanked her
teachers, her sister, her amma and appa most of all. You could see in her face her sweetness, her love for her
family; it was clear from the light shining out of it. You can see it still.
There is a face missing from the photos as well, his son’s, Raksha’s—but the boy abandoned his family, and all
the photos which contained him were thrown out long ago.
*
It’s almost ten—time to wrap Riddhi’s presents. Sushila has chosen most of them. Pretty dresses, and one of
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them not to be wrapped, since Riddhi will wear it today. A white handbag. A dark green sari.
Sushila wore green, the day after they were married. Sitting at the table with him, his mother, his sisters—he
remembers how beautiful she looked in that green, how she smiled and blushed when one of his sisters teased her
about the night before. His young bride.
He had been so nervous the night before. His friends had been full of coarse advice; he was the first of them to
marry; they knew nothing. One of his aunties had pulled him aside—he can’t remember now which one it was.
She whispered to him:
“The girl’s more scared than you are.”
Then she stuck a chicken roll in his hand and went away.
The older relatives never remembered that he had given up eating the flesh of animals the year before, when he
became a Buddhist. But it was good advice. It had calmed him down, and let him be very patient and gentle with
Sushila that night. She had been so vulnerable, so sweet and still as he unwrapped her crimson sari. Afterwards,
he had fallen asleep with her small hand held tightly in his own. When he woke, it was still there. Suneel aches
even now at the memory of it.
His fingers continue wrapping, creasing the delicate paper, tearing it, folding it over each gift. Lipstick. Blush.
Eyeliner. Small gold earrings. He does not approve of the make-up. His daughter does not need to paint her face
to be beautiful. But it’s not worth arguing with his wife. He learned that long ago.
The earrings are good; a girl should have some nice jewelry, for beauty and security. He has been saving
money; a little here and there put into a special bank account. He started when Raji was born—money for his
daughters’ dowry, for their jewelry.
Now who knows whom Raji will marry, if she ever does.
Running around with American boys. Taking them back to her dorm room for anyone to see—and they run and
tell her shamed parents, of course, and all their friends.
Sushila screams at the girl, hits her, but it does no good. Violence never does.
Raji will find her own path, away from her family, and the jewelry will go to Riddhi instead. It is just as well.
A girl cannot have too much security.
One present left, but he will wrap it later.
*
At eleven, Sushila wakes. He brings her tea, and sits by the side of the bed while she drinks it. She has a list of
instructions for him: buy chicken for the rolls, wine and beer, some large prawns; she’s decided to make another
curry. It will be expensive, more than they’d planned to spend, but he can work late tomorrow and make up the
difference. She does not ask what he thinks.
She finishes her list, and gets out of bed. Sushila wears a thin white cotton nightgown. Her heavy breasts show
through the sheer fabric, her waist and swell of hips, the darkness at the juncture of her thighs. Her long hair falls
thickly down her back. He stirs at the sight of her; he often does.
Riddhi is working in the front yard, trimming the roses, mowing the lawn. He can hear the roar of the mower
through the open window, and knows that if he were to close the bedroom door and pull his wife back to the bed,
Riddhi would not hear them. He considers it—if he did draw her to the bed, Sushila would not protest. She never
protests; she is always willing, always available, the accommodating wife.
But she will lie still beneath him, with her head turned away and her eyes closed. She will be still like a statue.
It is the only time she is awake and not in motion—when he is moving in her, above her.
On that first night, their wedding night, Suneel had been so gentle with her, but had not managed to coax a
response from her. He had told himself that it would get better with time, that she hardly knew him, that he was a
stranger to her. But it had not gotten better, and so only rarely had he let himself sink inside her. Once was a night
when Sushila had gone shopping with her friends, and had come back late—so late! Nine-thirty at night, and
while it was true that the mall was open until nine, he had not been able to believe that she had only been
shopping.
His anger had risen up in him then, and he had almost dragged her to their bed. He had wanted to hit her, wanted to hurt her, and he had come so close. Yet he had remembered the words of the Buddha, and had restrained
himself. He had taken her fiercely, but without causing her pain. He had stayed true to himself, to his beliefs, and
she had never known how angry he had been. Sometimes he wondered if that anger had infected Raji, conceived
on that night.
Sushila raises her arms, stretches, displaying the dark thatch of hair under her arms, and he bites his lip,
drawing blood. He wants her. She is his wife, and he has every right to take her. But he knows that if he takes her
back to bed now, she wiII not want him.
She will not want him.
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He lets her go to her shower, undisturbed.
*
He drives too fast on the highway. His family depends on him, he has a duty to them, and so he wears his seat
belt—but he still drives too fast.
A car speeds up, cuts in front of him, and he resists the urge to shove his foot down on the gas, rush forward
and crash—that would be an extremely violent act.
Suneel forswore violence thirty-four years ago, and since that day he has not eaten fish or meat, not killed a
spider or crushed an ant. He has never raised his hand to his wife or children, even though there was a time when
Sushila begged him to discipline their son.
*
At sixteen, Raksha had fallen in with a bad crowd, taken to disappearing at night, climbing out windows and
down trees, meeting with his friends. Eventually they’d heard about it, learned that the boy was spending his time
smoking marijuana in a dark room with other teens, having sex with one girl or another, listening to music that
preached revolution, revolution and sex, sex that they called “love”.
Those children had no idea what love was, but they were everywhere that summer, smoking and drinking and
running around late at night, singing.\fn{A reference to the (so-called) Summer of Love (1967)}
America had never seemed as alien as it did that year. Then came the rumors that Raksha had gotten a white
girl pregnant, that she’d had an abortion or a baby, that she had disappeared or died—but maybe they were just
rumors. No one seemed sure.
They had confined Raksha to his room, they had argued with him, his mother had screamed and wept—but for
nothing. Raksha had grown sullen and silent.
Finally he’d left, just disappeared into the night like a thief, without even a note. Sushila has never forgiven her
husband for not being harsher with their son. She hasn’t hesitated to discipline Raji, bringing the slim bamboo
cane down on the girl’s back, but it has done little good.
He has never hit anyone. He avoids harsh speech, and animosity of thought. All the Buddhism he knows he
learned from a friend in school so long ago, and from what he can teach himself by studying books.
He has learned at least a little after years of study, and knows that refraining from violent thought or action is
essential if one wishes to reach the calm of enlightenment.
He removes his foot from the gas pedal.
He strives for a peaceful state of mind, though he knows it will not come.
*
When he comes home, she screams at him.
Sushila is a woman given to screeching, though he could never have guessed that when they married. He knew
she had life and passion in her, but it seemed so joyous. She was sparkling then, like sunlight on river water.
Laughter bubbled out of her. She even got his littlest sister to laugh once or twice, ugly Medha who had never
managed to find a husband.
Medha, who has ended up alone, living in a sad little house on the beach, battered by salty ocean winds, with
only a maid for company. Without children.
Perhaps Raji will suffer the same fate, since she has apparently turned away from their society.
Perhaps she too will end up ugly and alone. Once the thought of his daughter in such straits might have tormented him, but he has been hurt too many times, betrayed over and over. His heart is closed to her; he cannot
bring himself to care.
The first step to enlightenment, perhaps, to serenity.
When touched by happiness or sorrow, the wise show no elation or dejection; the wise become serene like unto
a deep, calm and crystal-clear lake. He suspects that he will never find it, but he longs for that serenity.
Serenity is difficult to find when Sushila is shouting that he has brought the wrong kind of chicken.
Does he do this to her deliberately?
Is he trying to torment her?
His neck is taut with tension, his shoulders tight, but she cannot see that—he is much taller than she is. He
bows his head until she is finished. Then he goes out again, to get the right kind of chicken.
When he comes back a half hour later, with the chicken, she does not thank him. She is busy cooking again,
and two of his sisters have arrived as well to help. Their husbands are working, and will arrive later. The women
are laughing in the kitchen, gossiping and trading bits of cooking wisdom. They ignore him, but he is used to that.
The house is clean; the food will be ready on time; she needs nothing more of him. He goes to wrap his daughter’s
final present.
*
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He takes the photo from a manila envelope he’s kept hidden in a drawer. He arranged for it months ago; his
wife has no idea. It’s a good photo. There is a frame for it as well, heavy silver. He slips the photo into the frame,
attaches the back, tightens the screws. It will not slip away.
For a moment, he hesitates. This is home that he is holding in his hands—but he has not been back in so long,
and sometimes he hears disturbing news of strange events. There had been the riots, in ’58. And since then, scattered violence, here and there. Even some deaths.
His gut twists for a moment, but then eases again. The violence is transient; it must be. It will pass. He knows
what home really is, and what it isn’t.
Suneel wraps the photo with steady hands in white tissue paper and places it in a box; wraps the box in shining
red foil paper. It will glow from among the other presents in their decorous wrappings. Perhaps Riddhi will open it
first—that would be a nice surprise.
Riddhi knocks on the bedroom door, calling to him—
“Appa!”
He is startled, and calls to her to wait. Just another minute securing it with scotch tape—there. It’s done. He
puts it with the other presents and goes to open the door. His daughter grabs his hand, drags him to the dining
room window.
“Look, Appa—it’s raining!”
It’s true. The rain is slanting down over the lawn, spattering against the circles of metal folding chairs; it will
be a large party, perhaps a hundred people. Too many to seat comfortably all in the house. He had spent at least an
hour mowing the back lawn and setting up the chairs yesterday, and now his daughter is panicking because they
are getting wet.
“It’s just a summer shower; it’ll pass. Don’t worry. Go get dressed; people will be here soon.”
Raji would have argued, would have wondered if they should make plans to bring the chairs inside somehow,
would have at least pointed out that it was still two hours until anyone was due to arrive and that their friends
were always an hour late in any case.
Raji had never agreed with him; she had always argued. Once, he had thought that was good, a sign of a strong
spirit. Now he knows better. Riddhi smiles in response to his words and says,
“Okay.”
She goes upstairs to get ready; she trusts and obeys him. He would do almost anything to preserve that trust.
*
Suneel showers and gets dressed. He has trouble finding the tie he wants; Sushila has rearranged the closet
again. He is looking for his favorite tie, the dark blue one with the thin white diagonal lines. It reminds him of
river water, white foam on the darkness. He reaches back into the closet, and pulls out a handful of old ties, ties
that he hasn’t seen in years. One of them is bright red, shockingly bright, even after all this time.
His son was fifteen that day. Raksha had given him that tie on Father’s day.
Raji was only four then, and Riddhi was just two. Raksha had been born a scant nine months after their
wedding; they had waited a long time for more children. Sometimes he wondered whether Sushila had actually
wanted children, if she had been taking something to prevent them; motherhood had never really suited her.
Maybe she had, and then had become careless as the long years stretched past, stopped worrying about it, and so
he’d gotten his girls at last.
She had her secrets, his wife.
He’d never know the truth of it.
Let it go.
Raksha had given him the tie on Father’s Day. Such a bright boy he was, and yet already in trouble. Already
running around with the wrong crowd, but they didn’t know. His parents didn’t know—how could they?
Suneel was working seventy, eighty hours a week at the store in those days, and he was so tired at night.
Sushila kept the family fed, and cleaned up a little, but she was busy herself with two young ones after so long
without. She didn’t spend much time on her son, who had already grown so tall.
When Raksha had given him that tie, reached to hug him, had there been alcohol on his breath? Had there been
marijuana smoke thick in his clothes?
If so, neither of his parents had noticed.
When his grades started slipping, they had scolded Raksha, told him to try harder. Never doubted the boy when
he said he was studying at the library late at night, trying to improve the grades. It had never occurred to the father
to distrust his son. Adults could betray you, as he well knew, but children?
Children were the light of life.
He should have paid more attention to the Buddha’s example—the prince who walked away from his young
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wife and infant son to seek truth and an ending to false desire.
*
When Raksha ran off, they’d been frantic with worry, called the police, their friends across the country. The
boy was found in Chicago, months later; he’d hitched his way across the country.
Raksha lived with white friends for a while, then eventually found a job, but refused to come home or answer
their letters. He never told them why he had run away. They had given him everything, and he had thrown it all
back in their faces.
Finally Sushila, enraged, had demanded that they cut him off entirely, weeping with her frustration. He had
quietly agreed. They were only acknowledging a separation that was already final.
They still received reports from friends in Chicago. Raksha had settled down eventually, had even married a
Tamil girl from a good family, a professional family. Married above him, actually; he had always been a handsome boy. There had been some trouble, but it was eventually sorted out.
Suneel has picked up the phone to call him, a hundred times, but every time, he puts it down again.
Raksha has a daughter now, Chaya, a girl who will never know her father’s parents. His son is lost to him.
For the sake of oneself, one should not long for a son, wealth or a kingdom. He had never truly wanted wealth
or a kingdom.
He places the red tie back on the rack, finally finds the dark blue tie, soberly knots it around his neck.
*
Sushila has showered, is dressing now. He straightens the bedroom, pretending not to watch her, listening to
her talking nonsense. She slips her arms into a dark purple blouse, and calls him to hook up the back. His fingers
do not linger on the soft flesh exposed there; he is deft and quick, after so many years of practice.
Thirty-two years of marriage.
He married her when he was twenty-two and she was sixteen; he is fifty-four now, a good age for a man to
ease back, to rest in the comfort of his family’s love and affection.
She tucks one end of her dark green sari into her half-slip, and he takes the other end in his hands, holding it
taut as she folds the fabric in front of her, making the pleats that will allow her to walk freely, to dance later.
She will call him to dance, and he will gently refuse, as always. He does not dance. She will dance with her
friends, his sisters—not immodestly, of course. Only with women; never with men. But she will laugh freely, will
be flushed with pleasure, will lean towards the women and whisper silly secrets in their ears, making them blush
and giggle.
Exuberant, yet unobjectionable, as always.
But the public does not always reflect the private, and he has always known what really goes on.
*
Suneel is not sure when he first realized that his wife, his beautiful, innocent-seeming Sushila, was betraying
him. The first clue was undoubtedly in bed, but he was so ignorant then; how long was it going on before he
noticed?
Before he realized that while she was willing, she was never eager for him?
Before he realized that tliere was more than maidenly shyness in her lack of response to him?
In another kind of woman, perhaps that would have been normal, but not his Sushila, who laughed with her
whole heart, who sometimes had taken the children out to dance in the rain, and who bit her lip and crossed her
thighs as they watched the romantic scenes in American movies, the woman in soft focus, lips parted, clasped
tight in strong arms.
Somewhere in Sushila was a response, but not to him.
Never to him.
He had never caught her at it. Never caught her sneaking out, or inviting someone in. He hadn’t tried, hadn’t
wanted to.
If he had caught her, he would have been tempted from the path.
If he had caught her, he might have swung a heavy fist at her lying face, might have beaten her lover into a
bloody pulp.
And so he always called first if he were coming home unexpectedly early, or in the middle of the day. He had
trouble sleeping at night, and so took pills so that he would not know if she ever slipped out of their bed. Suneel
had done his best to never know the truth. He had no real evidence; he had tried not to know—yet he was sure.
He knew.
*
He would have done better not to love her at all, not to desire her.
Let no one cherish anything, inasmuch as the loss of what is beloved is hard.
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But after thirty-one years, he has not managed it. Sushila is still his wife, and beautiful to him, and every night
he fights his desire to reach for the woman who was the first to betray him.
She pulls the fabric from his hands; she is done pleating it. Sushila wraps it once around her body, and then
crosses it up over her full breasts, over a shoulder to drape across her back and bare waist. He pins the heavy
fabric in place at her shoulder, and she walks out of the room, still chattering about something, words which he
can make no sense of.
*
The rain stops, and he goes out with a dishcloth to wipe the chairs dry. No one has arrived yet—they will start
arriving at 4:30, 4:45. They will eat the appetizers, they will drink the wine, they will have a roaring good time.
Eventually, they will go away, leaving a scattering of presents behind, and then the family will sit down with
Riddhi to open them. It will be late—maybe eleven, or twelve or even later. Riddhi will be tired; they will all be.
Their reactions will be muted, which is really a shame. He wants to see the looks on their faces as she opens his
present.
He wants it badly. He does not want to wait.
Maybe he won’t.
By five, the party is going strong—all of their close friends have arrived, and only a few more people are
straggling in. Riddhi is lovely in a pale cream summer dress, with slim straps baring too much of her skin. The
boys cluster around her, and she tilts back her head and laughs, delightedly, at what they say to her. What are they
saying to her?
Suneel cannot wait any longer.
*
“Everyone—everyone, can I have your attention, please?” His voice is not loud—it never is. But the word is
passed along, and slowly the crowd turns to face him, gathering across the lawn, brown faces cheerful in the
sunlight.
“I have an announcement—but first, I have a special present for my daughter.”
They gather closer, drawn by the word, “present”, wondering what it could be.
Everyone loves getting presents. Riddhi comes to stand next to him, and Raji and Sushila are near as well.
Sushila looks puzzled, but not worried. Why should she be? He has never given her reason to worry.
He pulls the red foil wrapped present out from behind his back, hands it to his daughter. The crowd murmurs.
Riddhi smiles and takes it. She starts peeling off the tape carefully, slowly, and Raji shouts,
“Just tear it!”
Riddhi continues slowly, though, slipping the foil off and then letting it fall to the fresh-mown grass. She opens
the box, slides the frame out of it, unwraps the tissue paper. Riddhi looks at the picture of the handsome young
man, bewildered.
Her father raises his voice now, louder than any there have ever heard it before. He wants to be sure everyone
hears this.
“You’ve come to celebrate my daughter’s birthday, and I thank you! Now, please, join me in celebrating her
engagement as well.”
The murmurs have grown louder, and Raji is looking furious. She knows that Riddhi has known nothing of
this, but the crowd is not so certain. Surely they would have heard something of this before? Some rumor? But he
is a very private man, after all, and the family has had such trouble in the past … maybe he wanted to keep it
secret until it was all settled. But how nice to have the girl settled so young; how lovely! The whispers fly through
the crowd; he keeps talking.
“She will not be going to school in the fall; instead, Riddhi will be traveling this summer to Ceylon, where she
will marry Ashok, the son of one of my good friends, a cloth merchant in Colombo. Ashok is twenty-two, just the
age I was when I married my own wife. I know he and Riddhi will be very happy—so please, join me in wishing
them every joy and happiness!”
The crowd is caught up in his fervor, his excitement, and they begin to cheer, to press forward and congratulate
Riddhi, shaking her hand, exclaiming over the handsomeness of the photo. The noise grows louder and louder,
and he slips away in the confusion.
*
He sits alone on his marriage bed, drinking a glass of whiskey. It is the first taste of alcohol he has had in
thirty-two years. He doesn’t like it, but he drinks it down. His hands are shaking.
Later he will have to face Sushila, but he will convince her easily. Ashok’s family is quite wealthy, and the boy
is a very good catch. Riddhi would never have made a good student, and Sushila will be happy enough to be
finally done with raising children, once she gets past the shock. Besides, all the agreements are made; the family
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is preparing in Colombo for the wedding. All that remains is to ready the bride and buy their plane tickets for the
wedding. Sushila won’t back out now.
Raji will rage, but she no longer has any power in this family. She gave that up herself. If Riddhi supported
her, then perhaps, but otherwise …
The door slams open. Raji storms in, as expected.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
She is almost screaming, almost wailing. It is strangely satisfying to see so much emotion in her; to know that
he has caused it. When Raji was younger, she was always bursting into the store, full of some scheme or another,
but she has been distant for so long now, wrapped up in her life away from them. This is the passionate daughter
he remembers.
“I’m doing what’s best for Riddhi.”
He could chide her for her tone of voice, but chooses not to. Why bother? It has been a long time since she has
shown any respect for her father.
“What’s best for Riddhi? What’s best for her is to go to school, to learn to support herself, to stop being
dependent on you! Not to be packed off to Ceylon and married to a total stranger—she doesn’t even speak
Tamil!” Raji’s hands are balled fists on her hips, and she leans forward, as if she longs to hit him.
He weighs twice what she does; he could flatten her with one slap across her insolent face. He sits still on the
bed, and keeps his voice calm.
“She’ll learn, and they speak English. She’ll be well taken care of there.” It’s a good family; of course they’ll
take care of Riddhi.
Raji looks furious, as if she is about to explode.
“She doesn’t need to be taken care of, Appa—she needs to learn to take care of herself!”
*
For a moment, he wonders if this is true, if he is making a mistake. Could Riddhi be happier with an education,
with the ability to take care of herself! A few more years as a child …
And yet, hasn’t he seen what that leads to? If he doesn’t take care of her now, won’t she simply ruin herself,
and break his heart in the process?
For a moment, he isn’t sure—and now Riddhi is quietly entering the room. She stops by the door, looking so
pale, almost white. He could have been wrong. But Raji keeps shouting,
“You’re just tired of taking care of her—you just want to get rid of her. You got rid of Raksha, and you’re
happy to be rid of me. All you want is your precious serenity—all you want is to be left alone!”
What nonsense. Doesn’t she know that he has always loved them more than he has loved serenity and wisdom? Wasn’t that his first mistake, and his last?
“Be quiet, Raji. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Suddenly Suneel is weary; tired of dealing with this child, this stranger. What has happened to his fiery daughter, the girl who used to stretch her arms wide and say that she loved him this much? This girl in front of him—
she understands nothing.
“If Riddhi tells me she doesn’t want to go, of course she doesn’t have to.”
He gestures, and Raji turns to see her sister in the doorway.
“Riddhi, you can’t let him do this to you!” She is shouting at her sister now. Riddhi sighs.
“Raji … go talk to Amma, okay?”
“But—”
“Please?”
Raji looks like she wants to stay, but what can she do? She casts one more angry glance at him, and then
storms out of the room. Riddhi stands still, framed in the doorway.
*
“Appa?” There is a question in her voice, but he doesn’t know what she wants to say.
“Yes, Riddhi?”
She doesn’t say anything. After a short silence, he beckons her to him. She comes to sit at his feet, leaning her
head against his knee. He strokes her hair, brushed smooth and oiled so that it flows like dark river water down
her back.
“Do you trust me, Riddhi?”
She does not pause.
“Yes, Appa.” The others would have paused, at least.
“Will you trust me when I tell you this is for your own good, that I would never do anything to hurt you?”
“Of course, Appa. But …” She trails off.
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“But what?”
“It’s so far away …”
“Well. That’s true. But we’ll visit, and once Ashok gets established, you’ll be able to visit us here. You’ve
always enjoyed our summer trips to Ceylon. Do you remember—that summer when you were twelve, you said
that you never wanted to leave. You’ll see—you’ll be happy there.”
“Yes, Appa.”
She is a good girl. He had known that she would not fight him on this.
They sit together, and he continues stroking her hair; after a little while, she presses his hand, gets up, and goes
back out to the party.
*
She really will be happy there; he knows it.
He would never hurt her, his sweet one, his darling daughter.
He loves her more than is wise; he has never mastered the release of affection, of caring, that leads to true
peace.
He has to send her away, as far away as possible, perhaps to a place where she will not learn betrayal, if there
is such a place left in this world.

The Jami Ul Alfar Mosque, Colombo, Western Province, Sri Lanka

161

The Buddhist Kelaniya Temple, Colombo, Western Province, Sri Lanka

The Buddhist Subodharmaya Temple, Dehliwela, nr. Colombo, Western Province, Sri Lanka
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The Church of St. Anthony, Negombo, Western Province, Sri Lanka

The Church of St. Mary, Negombo, Western Province, Sri Lanka
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The Kelani Rajamaha Buddhist Sanctuary, Kelaniya, Western Province, Sri Lanka

The Nallur Kandaswamy Hindu Temple, Jaffna District, Northern Province, Sri Lanka
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The Muthumariamman Thevasthanam HinduTemple, Matale Town, Central Province, Sri Lanka
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The Temple of the Tooth, Kandy, Central Province, Sri Lanka

The Golden Temple of Dambulla, Central Province, Sri Lanka
166

The Anglican Church of All Saints, Galle, Southern Province, Sri Lanka

The Maha Saman Devale temple, Ratnapura, Sabaragamua Province, Sri Lanka
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The Sacred Buddha Temple, Anuradhapura, North Central Province, Sri Lanka

Nissanka Latha Mandapaya Quadrangle, Polonnaruwa, North Central Province, Sri Lanka
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The Koneswaram Hindu Temple Complex, Trincomalee, Eastern Province, Sri Lanka

The Sri Pathrakali Hindu Temple, Trincomalee, Eastern Province, Sri Lanka
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A Buddhist Temple nr. Kurunegala, North Western Province, Sri Lanka

The Anglican Cathedral Church of Christ the King, Kuruegala, North Western Province, Sri Lanka
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The Church of St. Mark, Badulla, Uva Province, Sri Lanka: two views
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