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Kandy
Kandy is my hometown.
The name “Kandy” is a British derivative of three
unpronounceable Sinhalese words, Kanda Uda Rata, translation- “
city on the mountain.” I was fascinated by its lovely landscape, the
cool climate, the beautiful flower gardens, and the surrounding
hills; and happy when I climbed a hill or went down to the
Mahaweli to bathe or picnicked in areas surrounding the small
town of such serene and awesome beauty.
No town evokes as pleasant or more joyful memories, no time
since more attractive than those years I spent in Kandy, and no
other place on earth has associations that are so sweet. Never since
has a lake appeared more scenic, a breeze more caressing, and
people more loving and giving. I think that paradise of fiction
bears a close resemblance to Kandy of long ago. Along its streets
and pathways, beneath its light and shadows, in its parks and
gardens, into and out of its little boutiques I passed from child- to
adulthood. I climbed its hills and sat spellbound under ancient
mara trees that may have witnessed brutalities committed by
conquering pharangis, the overthrow of a feudal monarchy by
British, the heartrending saga of the decline and fall of the
Kandyan kingdom, and the capture and execution of traitors and
their families by an outraged and enfeebled monarch in a spirit of
vengeance so bloody and cruel the horror defies description. A
vengeful king forced the wife of a traitor to crush her children, one
by one, with a pestle and mortar designed for such purpose. Those
sad events happened more than two centuries ago, in perilous
times. But let us not be carried away by self-derogation. How
much more cruel the invasion of sovereign states for the purpose of
economic exploitation and plunder? No records have been kept of
the destruction and waste, lives lost, property destroyed or wealth
seized and transferred to Europe to build cities, churches and
palaces on that continent.
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“How lucky you are to be living in Kandy!” people who lived
elsewhere often said.
It was true. I was mostly in tune with my life. There were a few
discordant notes here and there; but within the haven of my family
and because of its support, I moved on with high expectations.

The skies over the central mountains of Sri Lanka

To describe my growing up in that beautiful town and give you a
taste of its delights I will take you back to bygone times not only in
my small town but by implication also in the whole of Sri Lanka.
Population pressure and political conflict have wrought changes
that impinged adversely upon the serenity and beauty of Ceylon.
From Ceylon to Sri Lanka is more than a name change; it is a “sea
change” Back then when I was growing up in Kandy, the
population of Ceylon was about 7 million; today, Sri Lanka‟s
population has exploded to nearly 20 million. Back then it was a
peaceful country, but in recent years racial conflict brought it to the
brink of a civil war. What I describe here my Kandy; the Kandy I
knew then.
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Kandy is a tranquil town of awesome beauty.
Kandy lies secluded in the hill country of Ceylon. The surrounding
hills and ridges rose skyward like a protective rim around a basin,
isolating it from the hustle and bustle along the seaboard. The
morning sun came over thick tree-shrouded crest of hills to the east
awakening the town after its restful sleep; it leaped to life! Every
bush, shrub and tree rapidly changed from dark hues to dazzling
shades of yellow, orange, red and gold. In the evening, one hill
after another was burnished with red-gold and brown as the sun
vanished over western hills; the sky slowly darkened, silhouetting
the hills. Within the encirclement reposed the whimsical town of
quaint buildings, boutiques, houses and shops, some even dating
back to pre-colonial times, twinkling with streetlights.
Sometimes, in the morning, evening or even late at night, father
and I, then in my teens, would sit on a step, bench or the slopes of
the bund holding the water of the lake, thrilled and captivated by
what we saw; we gave ourselves to its beauty. The bund served as
a walkway around the lake. This man-made lake, dating back to
the imagination of an ancient Sinhalese king, is an artistic feat that
inspires so much admiration. Mara, jacaranda, araliya, sal, na and
other ornamental trees drooped languidly over the lake, their roots
exposed by lapping water. Fallen pink petals from sal blossoms
drifted away or toward shore like miniature boats. In still air, its
smooth clear surface reflected the blue and white of the sky, and at
its outer edge, either the gray granite wall of undulating design or
the green branches of trees along the shoreline; at night, it
shimmered with dazzle of silver stars and the bloom of the moon
above.
Sometimes, we would sit within sight of the Maligawa watching
ripples upon the water shimmer in hues of blue-white and silvergold, birds wheeling in the sky above, and people strolling along
the bund on the other side. I remember the little bench upon which
we sat mesmerized by shifting shadows cast upon the lake by over
-hanging branches waving in the fitful wind. The wet green rocks
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on the shoreline looked glazed like frosting on a cake. A
kingfisher, a flash of scintillating blue, dove into the water between
the rocks, resurfacing with a trembling silver minnow in its beak.
Crows cawed! Suddenly, taking the cue from an unseen baton, a
flock of birds hiding in the branches above rose in undulating
flight over the lake, the air stirred from the commotion, the reeds at
the water‟s edge shivered. Just for our viewing pleasure, we threw
a fistful of popped rice into the water. Fish, shimmering in
iridescent green and blue, and tortoises, shells mottled with slime,
surged to the surface.
Udawattekalay- translation: the forest above the land” - the
sanctuary for many plant species, small critters and reptiles found
in tropical rain forests. Herds of rhesus monkey descended from
Udawattekele to play havoc with tiles on roof of houses and
telephone transmission lines causing consternation among property
owners, but their anger was tempered with Buddhist prayer.
“Whatever living beings there be; they that tremble or they that are
strong; whether they be tall, short, medium, minute or massive;
seen or unseen; living near or afar, already born or waiting to be
born in any form, may they all be blissful and happy.”
Monkeys with young on their back, sifted through garbage dumps,
eating garbage and improvising purpose for mango and papaya
peel; they were troublesome, but nobody mounted a campaign to
harm the monkeys.
Sometimes my father and I drove up the hill to the forest of huge
trees; creepers wound around and up to the canopy above. Not
raining, but drops of water were spilling on our hats. We walked
along the slippery surface of trails; he, striding with instinctive
ease and I, pausing from time to time to get a better grip on his
hand. We choked our chatter and did not utter a word, and the air
was alive with the hum of insects; the slightest sound, even a
whisper, immediate silence. I forced upon our ungracious hosts the
game of interruption. Since British times, Kandy has been the
most popular tourist resort in Sri Lanka. Not surprisingly because
it is a beautiful and peaceful abode. This small historical town is
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ringed around by hills clad in evergreen trees, the tree line nearly
continuous, unhindered by building activity in my time,
uncluttered and without the hustle and bustle you see today. I recall
the glorious sights of my childhood and teenage years. They will
always be on my mind, defining and coloring scenes of my youth
and the sites of my dreams.
Kandy is a cool town.
It has a moderate climate that acts like a balm on jaded nerves,
especially my mother‟s. Whenever we went down to Colombo, the
heat and humidity got to her; “Better to starve in Kandy than feast
in Colombo,” she said. Outside rainy seasons, during the long midday hours, when the sun might have laid hot on the town and its
people, currents of cool mountain air moved down to energize the
citizens living in Kandy, while those along the coastal areas went
wearily to a day‟s work. The Kandyan district is lush with tropical
vegetation. On weekends father organized picnics to the Royal
Botanical Gardens, only four miles away in the suburbs. How
beautiful it was in those times!

Kanda-Uda-Rata
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Kandy is an antique town.
It was the capital of historical expedience during waning years of
the Singhalese monarchy, the last and desperate refuge of
monarchs fleeing, wave upon wave, of unrelenting enemies: first,
the South Indians, then Portuguese; followed by the Dutch, and
finally, the indomitable and most persistent of all, British. It was
the capital of the last king of Sri Lanka, Sri Wickrema Rajasinghe,
deposed by British in 1815. The Sinhala king fled to the mountain
and established his kingdom in Kandy, mistakenly thinking that it
was a natural fortress secured by impregnable mountains and rain
forest, a place of refuge from where he could look out across the
hostile world, and yet be left unmolested by predators. It may have
seemed well protected from his enemies, but he knew not the range
and firepower of the guns the new foe, poised to strike from
outside the beleaguered kingdom, carried, their cunning, ruthless
and crafty ways, and their drive and maniacal determination to
establish territorial claims over the whole globe. The British, in
particular, were masters of empire building. In Ceylon, they
uncovered the concealed pathways that lay through the primeval
mountain terrain to reach the Sinhala kingdom by long and
toilsome marches. The Sinhalese might have wondered how that
army of bedraggled foot soldiers found the right passes to take
them on to Kandy. But they knew not the predatory instinct of the
new enemy, and their uncanny ability to home in on the prey.
Perhaps the greatest nemeses as they crawled through were the
leeches and snakes. They bribed disgruntled chieftains along the
way, enticing them to reveal the secrets of the mountains with
promise of favors, all the while softly muttering,
“Divide and rule, divide and rule!”
Vanquishing everything in their path, they burst into the mountain
fortress that my people thought was impregnable. There, easily
overrunning the small army defending the fragile Kandyan
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kingdom, the Singhalese monarchy was overthrown and forever.
The King and his entourage were seized and exiled in South India
from where his Queen hailed, and the British monarchy put in its
place. Lands were seized from the deposed monarch and given to
the British crown and Christian churches. St. Paul‟s Church, the
largest church in our town, is built on temple land.
Kandy is a spiritual town.
Kandy was the capital in challenged times. It is unpretentious and
simple. Its appeal is twofold: the Temple of the Tooth, so called
because it enshrines the tooth relic of the Buddha, and the
beguiling landscape amidst which it lies. The palace or Maligawa,
lacks the grandeur often seen within eastern kingdoms like those in
Rajasthan. Successive wars for the sake of plunder and looting left
the last of the Sinhala kingdoms wasted and worn out, struggling
for survival with neither the means nor will to be ostentatious; the
residence of its last king looks more like a manor house than a
royal palace. The Maligawa is the site of the venerated Temple of
the Tooth, a focal point of worship in my childhood, ravaged in a
later year by a terrorist bomb. That explosion reverberated and
echoed with thundering sound over land and sea for a distance of
more than twelve thousand miles to reach me, stunning me into
days of disbelief and sadness.
The town radiates from the man-made lake that was perhaps
designed to improve the view from the king‟s palace adjacent to
which it lies.. In my childhood, the palace loomed large, more
impressive than anything I had seen up to that time. My wonderstruck gaze often rose above the Octagon to tree shrouded hills in
the background and the sky above to speculate on lands far, far
away traversed by those clouds. The bund holding waters of the
lake was tied together, the part that lay adjacent to the palace
grounds, by a retaining wall made of stone. The moat in front of
the palace was also fixed in place by a wall of the same design. Its
undulating pattern combined beauty with function; beautiful to the
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eye and yet broad enough to seat one or two in the cradle formed
by trough and two adjacent arches. Triangular holes pierced right
through the stone formed a systematic pattern. During religious
festivals, wick lamps placed in the crevices were lit; their flame
seen from both sides, blinked brightly in the dark, burning for
hours sheltered from wind and rain. The palace, like a bride
dressed to adorn her delicate beauty, yet as solemn as a temple

Dalada Maligawa

ought to be, looked resplendent on those nights of celebration!
Those who have seen the temple on such nights and heard the burst
of voices chant, “sadhu, sadhu‟ know how inspirational a religious
experience that is! I often gazed upon those sights, so lovely and
magical, and wished I might be transported from the outer world of
matter to an inner world of the spirit to explore eternal truths
beyond my limited human understanding. Though the sights were
inspirational, I did not have the discipline to meditate for long
periods of time as the Buddha did under the pipul tree. Where the
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lake touched the palace grounds, there was a little boathouse and a
marina. Not too far from shore, in the approximate center of the
lake, within eyesight from any part of its shoreline, is an island,
more ornamental than functional in purpose, able to provide but
standing accommodation to a small boat-load of people. It was put
to glorious use on February 4, 1948, in celebration of our
independence from British rule. Gaily decorated and lit up, its
resplendence was further enhanced by the fireworks display that
followed at approximately 8 p.m. Rockets soared into the night
sky, and flowered in the elongated tear-shape of Ceylon to the
accompaniment of “Oh and Ahs” from thousand of sightseers. We
watched with delirious joy the soaring rockets gaining height and
then sliding across the sky. The noise from exploding fireworks
rolled away over the surrounding hills to return with ear-splitting
reverberation. The fire show brought together patriotic Ceylonese
of all races: Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim, and Burgher. At the
moment of greatest splendor, before the dazzle fizzled out, we
hoped for unity, restoration of our former glory, and no further
assault upon our independence.
Kandy resonates with bird song, trumpet call and drum beat.
Listen to bird songs! You can hear the air throbbing with musical
sounds at all hours of the day and even late into the night. The
sounds I heard during the day so endearing upon recall were
mostly of tropical birds. An elusive bird my mother called “Ohaa”
heralded the break of dawn with loud, reverberating, and throaty
“Ohaa”, a sound like an invocation for blessing on our town at the
start of each new day. I looked for this bird in every direction from
which its daily benediction emanated, but never saw it in repose or
flight, Later, as the sun came up, parrots, magpies, wrens, mynahs
and crows created and defended territory whistling, chirping,
warbling, trilling, screeching and squawking, a symphony
orchestra of bird song, Then came the sounds of music ordained by
tradition- the throbbing, wailing, and calling at dawn and dusk and
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even late at night from drums; bugles and trumpets erupting in mad
elation and driving purpose; commanding the devout and the
sinners to the temples.
The year is 1972.
Both father and mother were well past their prime; mother fifty five and father, sixty-three. He complained of all kinds of ailment
when asked to do even small tasks in the house or garden. She,
however, ran on Energizer batteries, going from one project to
another, driven by the will to succeed, and determined to become
the pride of her extended family and savior of her own. Even at
fifty-five when other women of her age were either couch potatoes
or wobbling about on swollen feet, she was bounding through the
house like a cheetah after its prey, washing over it like a relentless
tide, always flowing never ebbing. She filled the house with an
electrifying feel of impending action, penetrating even those
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faraway deep corners and nooks with telescopic eyes, and seeing
specks of dust that Banda did not when he dusted and swept. She
was a micro-manager from whom you either learned the joy of
perfection or pain of frustration realizing that no matter how hard
you strived your performance was never good enough. Father often
said,
“If I own a business, I would make your mother the production
manager or marketing agent.”
“Bring me that broom and dustpan!” she screamed. “What will
become of this house when I am gone?” she mourned.
Nobody was around to either bring the dustpan or broom or
speculate on the condition of the house after she was gone. In our
large house, it was easy to escape from her presence. Father was
seated in his favorite cane-back chair calmly reading a newspaper
and turning a deaf ear to mother‟s lament; his pathetic immobility
affirmed our belief that he could bring on blindness and deafness at
will. My eldest sister, with studied lack of concern and disdain
over mother‟s worries, was in her room with door shut tight, and if
that were insufficient to drown her out, listening to loud music on
the radio. Banda had escaped to the bottom of the garden, as he
always did after a belly-filling meal, faraway and beyond hearing
range to heed the summons. Alice was too busy in the kitchen
preparing the mid day meal.
Neither of my two older sisters was capable of doing the things
mother appeared to relish doing, such as household organization
and management. Because of her frugal ways, even when the
family‟s means were limited, she always succeeded in making ends
Fortune was indeed smiling upon our family. It had not been an
easy life; after her marriage to my poor father, our mother who
came from a wealthy family had lived in the shadows for too long.
She was proud of all she has achieved so far. She believed in
divine help, sooner or later in the affairs of the pious, and dared to
aspire, humbly of course, to a better life. She made proper appeals
to the gods and was rewarded for her piety. The divine help was
received with suitable veneration and humility. To expiate sins
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unknowingly committed, she made many pilgrimages to the
outdoor shrine to light wick lamps, offer flowers, burn incense, and
give merit to the gods who made all things possible.
Owing to mother‟s relentless efforts, the family was moving up in
life. Property values had risen since her marriage, and those lands
described by three abandoned deeds in a box after grandfather‟s
raid more than three decades ago were worth a tidy sum. From the
sale of those three properties, mother‟s savings from the household
budget ever since my sister and I began to work, and my
contribution, a fine house was built on a large lot in a
neighborhood, Sangaraja Mawatha, that later became prime real
estate in Kandy.

The House that “Father” built
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It was the most favored spot for building new homes. At the time
our house was built above Suisse Hotel, the price of real estate n
Kandy had not yet climbed to astronomical heights later reached.
Father or mother could not have foreseen how valuable their home
the only notable possession of our family.
Samgaraja Mawatha swiftly transformed into a neighborhood
characterized by congestion. Pristine forests surrounding the area
were subdivided into twenty perches here and forty perches over
there, to accommodate the building boom. In a town where no
zoning regulations existed to curb over-zealous building activity,
there was a maniacal drive to clear the hillside of natural
vegetation and build large bungalows on land where previously the
rhesus monkeys from the forests above freely roamed. Narrow
lanes went up and down and around, alongside which more houses
were built often shoulder to shoulder, even piled on top of each
other. Once a beautiful leisure destination for tourists and
indigenous people, Kandy like other towns in Sri Lanka changed
into a bustling metropolis characterized by large pockets of
ugliness and squalor.
The house was perched high on the hillside, snuggled right up
against it, dwarfed by the precipitous overhang that rose far above
in the back. The natural vegetation of large leafed philodendrons,
caladiums, wild guava, ferns and elephant grass grew lush on the
thin veneer of red soil that lay upon the granite core. Water always
dripped down the hillside behind the house, providing a ground
cover of intriguing beauty seen in few other places. Clearing the
hillside for home construction exposed, in many places, the raw
red earth beneath. Torrential rains sometimes fell exposing
intermittently the rock surface, the run-off was the color, texture
and consistency of harvested grain. Occasionally, a huge chunk of
earth tore off and got carried down by rushing waters, demolishing
everything in its wake, including the tenuous paths to many homes
carved into the hillside. How many times during the rainy seasons
did Banda clear the soft earth dumped upon the road leading to our
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house with nothing bigger than a hoe and haul it away to the
bottom of the hill in a small metal pan?
For the open house “pirith pinkama”, mother invited ten monks
from the Malwatte Temple and a host of friends and relatives.
Before the dhana to bless the house and its occupants, the garden
must be laid out, mother said.
“When is the dhana? How many people have you invited? Who is
going to do all the cooking?” asked father, with great deal of
concern knowing her tendency not only to keep up with the
Joneses but also outperform.
“The dhana is a week from this Saturday; it‟s an auspicious day. I
don‟t want friends and relatives coming to our new house for the
first time on an inauspicious day, you know. You can‟t invite the
parents only. If they bring children, there‟ll be more than fifty
people. Children don‟t eat much; they play. You must watch
children; destructive; kicking and punching each other, screaming,
wrecking everything in their path. Play outside unsupervised,
they‟ll stomp on the flowerbeds; inside, they‟ll crash into the
knickknacks and break a few. But, you also have the attention span
of a child. It wouldn‟t do to put you in charge. Jamis can mind the
children; count Jamis and his extended family. They and our
servants are another ten or more mouths to feed; far better to make
too much than too little. Good that there are people to eat all the
leftovers; our fridge isn‟t large enough. Punchie Menika must stay
overnight to help. Our Alice can‟t cope with such a large catering
job; I am old and tire quickly. The spices must be washed, dried
and ground for the masala. Banda can do that under my
supervision. The vegetables must be chopped, sliced or minced and
made into different curries or sambols; some priests eat fish; we
must provide for them. The masala must be added in just the right
proportion and the curries slowly cooked. If the curries taste bland,
people laugh behind our backs. Now, who‟s going to mix the
ingredients for the red and white curries? Alice will never get the
proportions right for large preparations. Punchie Menika will help
us. Mabel, Mrs. Perera‟s cook, makes a tasty seeni-sambol. She
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can come the day before to help our Alice and Punchie Menika,”
she went on and on in her suave voice used on such occasions,
scattering many red herrings to divert his attention from the large
crowd to be fed during the Pinkama.
“Why invite so many? Invite the priests from the Malwatte Temple
and a few neighbors. It‟s not as if we‟re having a wedding. We
don‟t have to make it so grand for a house warming. Yesterday,
you said there‟s enough evil eyeing already,” Mother was not
deterred; her drive to excel had transformed the dhana into a
wedding banquet. She was using the occasion for the grand
wedding she never had; no use trying to control the damage she
was about to cause. His remarks energized her; she could not bear
his indifference to things she did to enhance their social status. If
no grand wedding to invite all her relatives and friends, then have a
large house warming to make them share her moment of glory.
“How can you be so cheap? How many house-warming
ceremonies have we gone to? So many sets of cutlery, crockery
and glassware, we have given. It‟s our turn to receive.”
“Don‟t count on it!” They‟ll come with a pot of curd and some
jaggery. We‟ll be eating curd for a long, long time!” he said.
“You‟ll think of something to say to undermine my efforts. It has
been your habit throughout our marriage. A marriage is like a cart
with two wheels; in this marriage one wheel tries to go forward,
while the other, backward. The cart goes nowhere. You like curd,
don‟t you? So, why complain?”
Before he could come up with some other disparagement, she went
on the attack with the ammunition in the arsenal regularly used in
her battle of wits! It never failed to wound him critically, each and
every time.
“Arrange a marriage for our eldest daughter. If we don‟t act soon,
she‟ll be past her prime. Podi akka‟s daughter, the same ages as
our eldest, is married. Of course, our daughter will never agree to
the likes of that husband. Lila‟s husband is an alcoholic. He comes
home drunk every evening; abuses the poor girl. Lila is threatening
to leave him. The parents have intervened on many occasions to
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keep them together for the sake of the two grandchildren. Mark my
words! That marriage won‟t last. Better to split while there are
only two children; otherwise Lila will be in big trouble.”
When it came to arranging marriages for his daughters, father was
stumped. He could glue together a broken chair, mend a broken
faucet or fence, repair a torn hose, but he had no idea of how to
bring a young man and young woman together in a matrimonial
alliance. He would rather his wife took care of affairs concerning
those daughters.
“If they‟re boys, it‟s my responsibility,” he said in self- defense.
“Aha! Those boys will be like you roaming about the town without
willpower, ambition or energy to hold down a vocation, and
wasting precious time on needless hobbies,” she retorted.
The conversation was drifting in a dangerous direction. Father
knew from previous encounters that silence was his best defense,
and submission to her the key to a trouble-free life. Sooner rather
than later, the argument was bound to spiral out of control and
erupt into an conflict concerning marriage of his daughters; it was
already drifting in that direction. Better let her have her way with
the house warming project for sake of domestic harmony. He said
in a conciliatory voice,
“I suppose we must have a big bash; remember, that everything
costs so much more these days. The house cost us a fortune; not a
whole lot of cash to spare.”
But mother heeded him not because my sister had promised to
send fifty pounds of fish from the Central Fish Market in
Colombo; ingredients for the dessert and the curries were
accounted for; more than ample rice and flour in storage and the
atapirikara for the ten priests was my contribution. Mother would
dip into her piggy bank to take care of unforeseen expenses.
Disregarding father‟s words of caution, she planned the dhana with
incredible speed and extravagance. To express her gratitude to the
gods, she lighted three lamps instead of the customary two in the
outdoor shrine. Father was nervous thinking that the garden work
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would devolve on him “Can‟t we also get someone to help us in
the garden?” he asked.
“That won‟t be necessary,” she said. “We can do it ourselves;
slowly, little by little. There isn‟t a great deal to do,” meaning that
she wanted him to do the work with others assisting. He had to find
a way out.
Jamis, who worked for couple hours each day, was sighted walking
up the hill. He was going to spend more time in consideration of a
bigger wage; mother was sure to ask him to stay for a meal, and
possibly give a shirt and sarong father no longer wore.
Even with Jamis‟ help, work in the garden was more challenging
than it seemed at first. They cut down small trees that were neither
bore fruit nor served an ornamental purpose; then the undergrowth
of brush was cleared. The hillside was also cleared of tenacious
elephant grass and weeds. They left undisturbed those delicate
ferns and philodendrons clinging with long tendril to granite rock.
Both thrived well on the wet slopes behind the house, which never
seemed to run dry. Father intervened from time to time to improve
their performance according to his vision, or render unwanted
advice.
“Take care!” he cautioned, “The dhobis who live near Rajaphilla
say there are many cobras and scorpions in this area. Our neighbor
saw a white cobra in the vicinity.”
“A white cobra, did you say?” asked mother enthusiastically.
“Sighting a white cobra is a good omen; brings good luck.”
“Good omen, if you don‟t get bitten,” was father‟s quick rejoinder.
“Black or white, a venomous snake is an unlucky encounter; far
better to let seasoned hands clear the jungle. Once clearing is done,
planting is easy. I‟ll then take care of the work.”
To stop his interference and throw him off her back she waged a
dispiriting war.
“Ha! You say that to divert our attention from work that needs
doing. You‟ll be scratching here and scratching there like a cock,
and scattering seeds about thoughtlessly; or worse still, the work
will be undone. For sure, it‟ll not be done; you have a limited
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Father’s kind of gardening

attention span; just like a child‟s. Beside, whatever you do needs
re-doing? I have not known you to do anything properly. We don‟t
have time to prevaricate and delay.” She continued in the same
accusatory voice,
“The garden is the first thing visitors see. It must look as good as
the house. I want the job done well and done swiftly, before the
Pinkama.”
After trying unsuccessfully to remove a stump of a tree no bigger
than four inches in diameter with a pickaxe, Jamis lamented,
“Aney, hamu, I can‟t even dig up this little stump. I don‟t have the
strength I used to.”
“Here, let me try,” said mother.
“Watch out!” cautioned father, “You‟ll be complaining of an
aching back tonight. Either Alice or Punchie Menika will have to
rub you down with oil or we‟ll have to rush you to the doctor in the
morning.” “When I was his age,” said Jamis looking angrily at
Banda, “I moved boulders.” “Banda!” shouted father. “Why are
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you standing there with your mouth open? Didn‟t you hear what
Jamis said?”
Taking the axe from mother, Banda said, “This axe has a dull
blade. It‟ll take days to remove that stump with this thing.”
Alice gleefully interjected, “If you can‟t dance blame the floor.
When lunch is ready, you don‟t even need to summon him. That‟s
the only time he does anything enthusiastically.”
Banda was the only person that Alice lorded over, and the only one
who regarded Alice as an equal. They engaged each other openly
and frequently in verbal combat, whereas with everyone else
Alice‟s response was an inaudible mutter.
“Why don‟t you do it?” challenged Banda.
“I‟ll show you how,” said Alice taking the axe from Banda, who
was glad to let it go. She swung it with all her might, but missing
the stump, dug into the ground instead. Banda snickered.
“Don‟t try again!” advised Jamis, “It could be you foot next time.”
Father intervened,
“Give me that axe! It needs to be sharpened. I‟ll grind it down to a
sharper cutting edge.”
Father had been waiting for an opportunity to leave the worksite
and go back into the house. He liked gardening but the
circumstances, under mother‟s nagging supervision and vigilant
watch, were not to his liking. He did not like to participate under
so stern a command and in so meticulous a fashion. If he was
permitted to scatter seeds about according to his impulse and plant
fruit trees and ornamental bushes any which way he pleased, then
gardening was a pleasure in which to gladly indulge. Besides, it
was time for the afternoon siesta; he hurried back to the house. The
others terraced the slope and made a few flower-beds with a
mixture of cow dung and soil; laid down stones and bricks around
each bed to prevent soil erosion during rainstorms; planted a few
rose bushes, and created a beautiful border with begonias and
coleus. Around the guava tree, mother planted a circle of foura‟clocks. Banda was ordered to water them with the decrepit hose
bandaged in many places with adhesive tape. When Banda turned
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on the garden faucet, water spluttered from the nozzle. It was a job
Alice liked to do; she gladly took the hose and stood inert watering
the new plants. Jamis and Banda drifted away to another location
leaving Alice to water, without wasting a drop, under mother‟s
careful watch.
Mother seeing her eldest daughter strolling toward them wearing a
beautiful floral sari, fortified herself for a conflict about to erupt.
Upon sighting her, Banda whispered in Jamis‟ ear,
“Here comes trouble! She changes her dress three times a day.
Now you see her in her evening attire. Before breakfast she wears
a sari from her morning collection and jewelry to match; only gold
jewelry, no junk jewelry, mind you. Ignoring our hamu‟s inquiries,
she leaves the house and walks briskly away twirling a colorful
parasol overhead; spends the better part of the day in a friend‟s
house gossiping; and returns at lunch time.”
“Shame on her!” said Jamis. “At her age, she should be married,
looking after a husband and children and running a house.”
”Our hamu spoils her,” said Banda. “More responsibility must be
delegated to our loku hamu. Hamu doesn‟t trust others to do
anything properly. What anyone else does is re-done because it
isn‟t properly done. After lunch, a meal loku hamu doesn‟t plan or
make, she goes to her room; it‟s time for the afternoon siesta.
Hamu, Alice and I clear the table, even her dirty plate. After the
nap, she showers, wears the evening attire and is ready to go out
again. Our hamu finds fault with mahathaya for not finding her a
suitable husband.”
Jamis asked. “How would he know about a suitable husband?”
“They are looking for a man of the right caste and creed; and a
high–ranking person in the government service; engineers and
government agents. I hope they‟ll find someone, soon! Our house
is peaceful when she‟s gone. When she‟s at home, they quarrel all
the time,” Banda said with utter disgust on his face.
The subject of their gossip scattered some flower seeds in the
space between the rose bushes mother had intended for another
purpose. Not a word of protest; mother feared an altercation
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outdoors within hearing range of their inquisitive neighbors.
Seeing the begonias in the ground, she asked belligerently,
“And who is the fool that transplanted my begonias? They must be
in pots.”
“Aney child, why didn‟t you join us before? You come when all
the work is done,” mother replied sheepishly.
“How would I have possibly known that you were going to do
something so stupid?” she said.
After a steady stream of vituperation and the transplantation of her
precious begonias from ground to pot by Alice under her stern
supervision, she strode back to the house. Mother and Alice went
to the back of the house to see what needed to be done there.
Banda whispered to Jamis,
“Everyone is afraid of her. Only mahathaya has courage to take her
on. I overhead him say that she couldn‟t keep her job because of
her big mouth.”
“Why? Was she fired from the job?” asked Jamis enthusiastically.
Banda muttered a warning while glancing in the direction from
which mother appeared to see what they were doing.
Father gave himself more than an hour for blade sharpening,
returning after drinking tea and eating sandwiches Punchie Menika
had prepared. She was following him with a cup of tea for mother.
“There‟s tea for the three of you, she said looking at Jamis and
Banda. Jamis, Banda and Alice quickly disappeared in the
direction of the kitchen. The two men had been waiting for this
moment, and neither was likely to return unless summoned.
Punchie Menika was most impressed by the work already done.
“Aney hamu! What a difference you have made to this wilderness;
the garden is looking great; all these fine plants. No wonder it has
taken you so long! “
Mother straightened up from a bending chore and beamed at
Punchie Menike. Seeing father going back to the house with the
other two men, she was almost certain he would not be returning.
His attention span consisted of half hour at most; the older he gets,
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the shorter perhaps to compensate for the short time still left of his
life. She told Punchi Menika,
“He can‟t work as he used to; too old now. If Jamis and Banda
worked harder, with the alacrity they showed when tea was
announced, the work would be done by now. Jamis is slow and
Banda shuns work, dissipating his energy in speechmaking.
There‟s no use talking about Alice. Next year I am thinking of
planting more banana, kolikuttu and suwendel.”
.“You speak the truth, our hamu. Good workers are hard to come
by these days,” said Punchie Menika who knew the correct reply
and proper protocol.
“Yes,” said mother; “revolutionary ideas are sweeping across the
country. Our leaders agitate workers saying the rich exploit them.
Nobody wants to do an honest job of work these days. Every one
wants a big wage for little work. There are few hardworking
people like you, Punchie Menika.”
The dialogue between mother and Punchie Menika became a
mutual admiration encounter.
“Aney hamu, need I tell you!” responded Punchie Menika, “There
are few households where servants are better fed, and fewer still
where there‟s so little to do. Our hamu, you certainly feed us well.
This house is like our home; we eat as much as we like.”
“You see, Punchie Menika, when I was growing up, our father‟s
lands were very productive. So many villagers depended on our
mother. It was her obligation to feed not only her large family but
also the villagers who came every morning to work in the
plantation and fields. We cooked rice, fish, and vegetables in huge
cauldrons. Punchie Menika, I am unable to perform mother‟s role
as nurturer of a whole village; our children will do even less
because they‟ll neither have the means nor will. They‟ll be too
preoccupied with their own problems to think of anyone else.”
Punchie Menika nodded her head. What mother said weighed
heavily on her mind. She couold not afford to lose associations
that were critical for survival. A look of supplication swept over
her face as she said, “How true, our hamu! May devas bless you
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and your family and may the triple gem shower its blessings upon
you and yours.”
Punchie Menika took the empty cup from hamu‟s hand, placed it
on the tray.
“I must go back to the kitchen to help Alice prepare the evening
meal. I‟ll send the two men back, and all the sooner because you
shouldn‟t be working out here alone. Aney, hamu! How long does
it take a man to gulp down a cup of tea? Banda must be looking for
something to eat. I made a sandwich for mahathaya when he was
working on the pickaxe; Banda must have seen breadcrumbs on the
counter. The two of them, Jamis and Banda, can finish a loaf of
bread in one sitting.”
“Indeed, they can!” corroborated mother. “We buy a loaf of bread
each day. Mahathaya doesn‟t eat more than two slices in the
morning; Loku hamu hardly eats bread because she‟s watching her
figure; but the bread is gone by nightfall.”
“How about all the rice I cook for the evening meal! I cook three
hundus every time. There‟s nothing in the pot when I return the
following day. You, mahathaya and loku hamu don‟t eat much
rice. And what about the string hoppers, hoppers and pittu, I
sometimes make?” asked Punchie Menike.
Mother scolded Banda because he was always looking for
something to eat.
“You should have seen how scrawny he was when he joined our
household five years ago; only skin and bone. If I have two helpers
like you, Punchie Menike, this work would have been done, long
ago,” said mother one more time for emphasis, also hoping that
Punchie Menika would always be there for her. It did not occur to
her, that discussing Banda and Jamis with Punchie Menika was not
a good idea. Punchie Menika had the knack for running with hares
and hunting with hounds.
Meanwhile, back at the house, Banda complained to Jamis,
“Aney Jamis aiya, our hamu is a workaholic; an unrelenting slavedriver who works people from dawn to dusk, and even at night,
without consideration of their pain.”Father, overhearing that
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conversation, got a bright idea. He brought out the hurricane lamp
from the cupboard, poured a little kerosene oil into it and lighted
the wick.
“Banda, come here!” he commanded, “Take this to hamu; she‟ll
need it soon.”
Jamis was tickled.
“Apoi, our hamu is going to be furious,” said Banda, but he was
eager to oblige.
Father was not worried because he was outside firing range and
had no intention of returning to the worksite.
Banda and Jamis went back. Upon seeing Banda with the lighted
hurricane lamp, mother looked inquiringly at him.
Banda said, “Mahathaya wanted me to give you this because, he
says, you‟ll need it soon.”
Showing no reaction upon her poker face, she responded,
“You and your mahathaya should join a traveling circus.”
Jamis snickered. Banda set the lighted hurricane lamp on the
ground.
“Turn that thing off!” shouted mother, “Don‟t waste kerosene!”
The evening was rapidly drawing to a close. An hour later they
were clearing and planting the area in front of the house. They
marked out a narrow space for a strip of cow grass. In the space
beyond, they planted a row of fruit trees: jak, coconut, banana and
the succulent Jaffna mango. Behind the house, near the outdoor
terrace, they also dug two holes for the fragrant jasmine and
another nameless bush that, in season, had clusters of yellow
flowers for mother to periodically pick and offer at the outdoor
shrine. The daughter‟s precious potted begonia plants were wedged
on the sloping hillside, close to the shrine. The window boxes at
the base of the French windows on the ground floor were filled
with soil and planted with marigolds and impatiens. Finally, the
most ostentatious display was the bed of red, pink and white
anthuriums. Mother proposed to sell those flowers to a stall in the
market place. Many hours of watering and fertilizing would be
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Twilight over the hill country

needed to make the garden grow and flush with bright color;
already it looked grand enough. Clouds were already moving down
the hillside covering the chilly night with a smoky blanket. Feeling
cold because he was wearing only the lightest of clothing, Jamis
said he has to leave because there was work to do at home.
“I‟ll be back tomorrow,” he promised.
“I‟ll pay you tomorrow,” said mother.
“There‟s no hurry,” said the departing Jamis, thankful for the
opportunity to return tomorrow, very likely at lunchtime.
“Banda put the hose and tools away!” ordered mother. “We lost a
hose last week because you were careless and left it outside. If it
isn‟t tied down or locked up, it walks away. Jamis is a good man,
but his son is a thief. Having his family living so close is a
blessing and a liability. His wife or his daughters are ready to help
us around the house, but they are always asking for clothes our
girls no longer wear; I have given them so many, but they keep
asking for more. His son prowls around at night burglarizing
homes. Neighbors tell me he has been arrested many times for
stealing. He steals hoses because his gang needs a long hose for
making kasippu, the illicit liquor that kills. Aney Bando, people
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must be crazy to drink that stuff. It corrodes the stomach. But do
they care? No!”
Banda was not amused because he and Jamis‟ son are bosom
buddies.
“Aney hamu, I don‟t think Jamis‟ son is the culprit. The cops arrest
him because they are too lazy to go after the real thief. They nab
Jamis‟ son because he lives nearby. I know for a fact Jamis‟ son
walks around the neighborhood at night to catch the real thieves,
which is what the cops should be doing.”
“Aha!” laughed mother, “So the fox is going around at night
looking for chicken. The police caught him red-handed trying to
dispose of a stolen battery.”

Mother returned to the house leaving Banda to put away the hose
and garden tools in the storage closet beneath staircase. Watered
daily and fertilized with cow-dung that Jamis frequently brought,
the garden grew. Before noon and at dusk, twice each day, either
she or father picked flowers from the jasmine vine or yellow
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flowering bush, placed them on a brass tray sprinkled it with
filtered water and set it down before two statues of Buddha, one
cast in white clay and the other in brass. In the morning a pooja, an
offering, was also placed before the samadhi Buddha that reposed
inside a glass case: a small portion of every dish prepared for our
mid-day meal was included. Whenever mother made the offering,
she recited so many religious verses, one imploring Buddha to
drink the water, another urging Buddha to partake of the delicacies
offered, and yet another besieging Buddha to enjoy the fragrance
of incense. These meritorious acts were intended to bestow
blessings upon our family. She seemed to have generated a
superabundant supply of merit because there was some leftover to
give to the gods, to transfer to celestial beings and our departed
relatives. She also prayed that her karmic burden in future lives be
easier to bear. In the evening no food was offered because
Buddhist clergy do not eat after the mid-day meal. Instead, two oilwick lamps were lit, a glass of filtered water and a small tray of
flowers were offered, and incense burnt before the two Buddha
statues. Only after performance of those rituals at the outdoor
shrine at approximately six each evening, were lights turned on
within our home.
Indeed, fortune was smiling upon our family. We moved out of
rental homes in which I spent most of my childhood, ever since
father sold Bede‟s Lodge on Peradeniya Road. For a long time
mother dreamed of owning her home and prayed for it; her prayers
were answered for the second time! Mother believed in divine
intervention in the affairs of those who performed their religious
obligations with enthusiasm, gave dhana to priests, observed the
five commandments and led a righteous life. Who would have
dared to tell her she was not among the most deserving of
devotees?
“Ah, what a fine house!” they all said.
Built about half-way up the hill which rose above it, the house was
open to the mild breeze or strong wind gusts moving up and down
the hillside during day and night. The house was solidly built of
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brick and concrete. Several steel rods were imbedded in the
foundation. Supporting pillars had been placed at strategic corners
of the house, according to the structural design of Vijay uncle,
father‟s consulting engineer. To give more stability to the twostory building, he said.
In the daytime, its cream-colored walls glowed with sunlight.
Windows were always wide-open to let in cool breezes; soothing
but rather chilly on some days. At night, the windows were shut,
but cold air still seeped through ornamental grills above the
windows and doors. The house was rid of the aroma of Indian
cooking. Overhead, the sky changed color from a steely to shades
of turquoise blue. From the balcony fronting the entire second
floor, I saw, beyond palm fronds and over roofs of houses lower
down on the hillside, my old school, Mahamaya College, where I
studied in the last two years of my school career.
Narrow streets built by Sinhalese kings and the British Raj
crisscrossed Kandy. In those days the heaviest traffic was perhaps
a bull or horse-drawn cart, and a mob, a hundred people. The
streets ran, some for no more than a mile or two, between borders
of narrow buildings, some perhaps centuries old, most only two
stories high standing shoulder to shoulder, right and left. In my
time, these streets were named after British royalty or dignitaries,
Ward Street, Brownrigg Street, and King‟s Street. I knew all these
streets so well, like the lines in the palm of my hand. I have been
inside nearly every little boutique, shop, hotel, café, bank, church,
kovil and temple; to Chitra Stores and T-Stores for soap, tooth
paste, writing paper, pencils, pens and ink; to Muslim Hotel for the
best biryani take-out; to The Elephant House for chocolate or
vanilla ice-cream and milk-shakes; to Cargills and Whiteaways,
Laidlaw & Company just to look around covetously at
unaffordable treats or to buy a pound of walnuts or cheese father
liked so much.
On some evenings, I accompanied mother to the Kataragama
Devale to beg earnestly for big favors from a Hindu

29

Mahamaya College-Kandy

because Buddhist ritual is a one-way street, a river of no return
promising only redemption from a sentient life, but not the worldly
goods enriching it. I have been inside the Pulliyar Kovil to satiate
my curiosity and St. Paul‟s church to view the brilliant colors of
stained glass windows. The largest building in our little town was
the Queen‟s Hotel, or was it the Suisse Hotel? There were few
people and few automobiles. The quiet scenery spoke to my desire
for peace and restful thought. Only during the annual perahera,
where a procession of gaily attired Kandyan dancers, Kandyan
Chiefs and caparisoned elephants wound through the narrow street
to commemorate a historical event, did the streets overflow with
people.
Kandy held me because of my cultural and religious ties to it.
Sometimes, in my thoughts I re-create scenes of my childhood; our
daily pilgrimages to the Temple of the Tooth, in the company of
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my sisters and parents as in those days of long ago. On the
pavements surrounding the temple were scores of beggars, clad in
tattered clothes, some with open and infested wounds, real or
faked; some sightless, others without arms or legs, and at least one
with neither. What a sorry display of humanity paraded before our
eyes to remind us of the eternal truth Buddhism expounded; the
human condition is fraught with pain, and pleasures of life are but
illusory! Those impassioned chants of beggars urging and pleading
to give more freely, pierced hearts of even the most stoic of
pilgrims. A sightless woman wept; she was wringing her hands in
despair; a little child no more than three, clung to her for comfort;
two older children ran after pilgrims carrying tin cans in their
outstretched hands; their plight weighed heavily on the conscience
of affluent folk bent on piety.

Kandy Perahera

Between sobs a mother, attired in rags, cradling a baby in her arms
and surrounded by other little ones, described the starkness of life
as it presented itself to her; the spectacle of the desperate woman
and her children was painful to see; so many children living in
squalor; all clad in dirty rags. In tremulous voice broken with
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exhaustion, in heart-breaking key of such emotional intensity to
make her pitiful life felt by all those who pass by, a woman
chanted the never-ending plea,
“A sight so heart-rending
Ignore not gentle folks!
Give to these unfortunate children
Who have no father, food or home!
A sight so shocking,
Pass not without compassion.
O, look upon our suffering
Those seeking salvation!
Feel our despair; hear our cries!
By giving freely, thy mind gratifies.
May you all attain Nirvana.”
In that interminable plea there was the promise of Nirvana. Mother
carried flowers in a tray of woven palm leaf to be later placed, one
by one, before a reclining or meditating

The grounds where beggars roamed

Buddha. She also had a small coin purse tucked away inside her
brassiere, in the deep cleavage, to secure it from pick pockets
mingling with the crowd unconcerned about the karmic burden of
disregarding the second of five Buddhist commandments:
Adinnadhana veramani sikkhapadam samadiyami
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I undertake to refrain from taking that which is not given to me.
In that well-hidden purse were the coins she gives to beggars. My
sympathy was with those children who did not cry out to be born.
“Give! Give the children! Aney, mother, give this little child.” I
urge. “She has been following us for a long time. I think she‟s
dumb.”
Mother said,
“No child, I‟ll give the severely handicapped adults; they must
provide for their families.”
Father, permanently opposed to mother‟s charity and piety,
countered,
“Why do they bring children into the world so freely? There must
be a law against careless procreation.”
An argument followed between father and mother, father saying
“Your kind of charity encourages these women to have more
children. Bearing children is a lucrative business; by giving to
them, you are encouraging beggary as an occupation.”
She heeded not. Even though she was by no means a rich woman,
like most other gentle folk who came to the temple, she felt the
guilt of being more blessed and gave whatever she could afford
with earnestness and sincerity. Knowing the harvest to be reaped
and bounty to be gained in a future life from even small acts of
piety, she doled small change to as many beggars as her small coin
purse afforded. From daily prayer, meditation and gifts to these
beggars, mother hoped to accumulate lots of merit for a better life
in a future birth, and ultimately Nirvana, or the early termination of
a long and tedious journey through Samsara. Overcome by a deep
sense of piety, she urged us to stop craving for those things that
defined our sentient life. . It was only as a human being mother
told me that we could aspire to reach Nirvana. “Child, there are
many worlds out there,” she said looking up at the sky on a starry
night. “Some are inhabited by life forms that have minds but no
bodies; invisible beings in a visible world without even a shadow
to reveal their existence. They cannot function like you and I.
There are other worlds, far, far away where life exists in physical
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form only; those beings have bodies but no minds. In neither,
where a body exists without a mind nor where a mind exists
without a body, can you aspire to attain Nirvana because you do
not have either the body or mind to do meritorious deeds. In this
world, the one you now inhabit, where mind and body co-exist,
you can aspire to Nirvana and work toward your salvation.”
Her discourse inspired in me the search for greater things to be
found in the limitless expanse of our universe. Even today I watch
and listen with rapt attention to NOVA‟s excursions into outer
space believing that some day an orbiting telescope will focus
upon a world where beings with bodies and no minds live.
With thoughts of Nirvana in mind and expectation of early
redemption from life‟s pain and suffering, most devotees like
mother sat and meditated for hours before a Buddha with great
concentration and intentness and gave to the clergy and poor
whatever they could afford.

An inner chamber of the Dalada Maligawa

The Temple of the Tooth used to be the king‟s palace; hence, the
Maligawa. Walls within were painted with murals depicting
religious events. In the interior chamber was a golden replica of a
dagoba – a tomb in which relics of Buddha repose. Gold necklaces
34

and pendants studded with precious stones deck its spire and
cascaded down to the base; jewels flashed and glowed in the lights
that stared down from above. The dagoba contained the tooth relic
of Buddha which Sanghamitta, daughter of Emperor Asoka,
brought to Sri Lanka to save it from falling into the hands of an
enemy king. Hundreds came daily, and many more on full-moon
nights, especially in the month of May, to pray at the shrine sacred
to Buddhists everywhere. Buddha was born, attained
enlightenment, and died on full moon day in the month of May
almost two thousand five hundred years ago; on this holy day,
devotees dedicated their lives to holy tasks like Buddhist priests.
In the evenings the doors of the Maligawa opened; a flood of
pilgrims, my family among them, poured in jostling each other,
clutching in outstretched hands woven trays of jasmine, lotus or
marigold. We followed this routine almost every day of the year.
On stone ledges adorning many sites, devotees lighted lamps or
burnt incense wands or placed fresh flowers. Garlands of jasmine
buds hung down from every statue; jasmines and marigolds strung
together with other colorful flowers were wrapped around pillars
and also festooned the sides of cement seats upon which Buddha
reposed. Multi-colored pennants were sewn onto string, draped
round pillars connecting pillar to pillar. Pilgrims gave priests-inattendance, at the morning pooja, trays filled with fruit or milk-rice
to place before the gleaming Buddha statues, but for only a fleeting
second. Because many such trays had to be accommodated in the
small space upon which Buddha‟s gaze was riveted, they were
swiftly passed on to eager hands of a vassal waiting in the
shadows. Within the chamber chanting voices filled the air. Loud
in my ear was mother‟s rendition of every verse in the prayer book
sung in a loud monotone. Each night, kneeling on the crowded
floor in total sublimation before Buddha, she prayed for
deliverance from the journey of life and attainment of Nirvana. My
contribution to the prayer session was the one verse that I was
capable of comprehending; it alone was edified by beautiful simile
and thought-provoking sentiment. Leaning against a pillar for
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support while mingling thoughts of piety with pain and discomfort
of kneeling on the sand crusted wooden floor, I resigned myself to
death:
“Lord Buddha, I offer thee beautiful flowers and place them in
your presence. The bower upon which you repose is covered with
jasmine, lotus, rose and flowers of every hue. Just as all these
fragrant and beautiful flowers will fade and die, so will my life
come to an end.”

The small chamber was always hot and reeking of perspiration
from so many people praying in there. The incense wands and
camphor burning in metal braziers were not strong enough to
overcome the smell of people because there were many who
thought that the chance of attaining Nirvana was positively
correlated with the length of the prayer session and their
discomfort. Prayers rose heavenward in the miasma of
perspiration, body heat and the smoke from burning incense. After
offering flowers and incense, mother also knelt down among them
pouring out her heart in religious verse, and bringing each to
closure with resounding cry of “sadhu”. I knelt by her side feigning
piety to avoid rebuke. After a while, the discomfort of sitting upon
the bare floor was foremost on my mind. There was nothing else of
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interest to me in mother‟s prayers as concern for my comfort;
therefore, the shorter the prayer session, the sweeter. Father,
prevented from any discourse with Buddha because of his equally
restive nature and ignorance of Buddhist religious text because he
was born to a Christian family and spent his years prior to marriage
as a non-practicing Christian, had abandoned piety even before I
completed my brief communion, for talking pleasure with known
or unknown persons. Unimpressed by promises of early
redemption and termination of the painful journey through
Samsara, the restless four, my sisters, father and I, waited with
mounting impatience for mother. But she could not be budged.
Kneeling on the stone floor, she prayed. We were more and more
disquieted by the length of her prayer session. Even after she was
done with prayers in the inner chamber, she led us to another
chamber where there was the emerald Buddha, a sculpture gifted to
the Maligawa, by friendly Burmese. Because it was a priceless
treasure, I was awestruck by its size and value. That area of the
temple was not cloistered like the inner chamber in which the tooth
relic reposed; incense wands and camphor burning in the many
braziers perfumed the surroundings pleasantly. That priceless
statue, green and translucent, appeared to take on a different
expression each time I prayed before it; sometimes cheerful,
sometimes pensive and oftentimes, sad. Its eyes seemed to say,
“I know it from my experience that hatred, greed, fear and
delusion extend your painful journey through Samsara. Follow the
Noble Eight-fold Path I have laid out for your salvation; salvation
is in your own hands.”
Those eyes made a wordless promise of redemption from far, far
away. I closed my eyes and tried to meditate, thinking intensely of
the frailty of the human condition; saying over and over again,
“May all living things be free from sorrow, disease and pain.” On
those days when I was able to sit motionless, neither turning my
head nor opening my eyes, focusing intensely on that short
37

spiritual exercise, like mother said I should, feelings of peace and
joy overcame me. I could not, however, keep my mind focused for
an extended time because of a restless nature I perhaps inherited
from father.
“You‟re falling asleep, child,” mother admonished my sister. “Get
away from that pillar and recite the verses I taught you. Learn to
meditate, child. It‟ll discipline your mind.”
“I„ve said it a hundred times,” she fired back, “even then you‟re
not satisfied.”
How you exaggerate, child!” she replied in a tired voice.
“Father says we needn‟t be too concerned about our redemption
because you do more than enough meditation for all of us. He says
Buddha did not attain his exalted status by torturing his body; he
preached a doctrine of moderation,” she continued.

The sutras of the Buddha

“The father says this and the father says that; his bad influence is
holding you down. It‟ll also ruin your life if you don‟t heed my
advice,” is mother‟s rebuttal.
“The daily pilgrimages to the Temple of the Tooth are among the
many things you girls and I have to put up with for sake of

38

domestic harmony,” father said softly when we were outside and
beyond the hearing range of mother‟s sharp ears.
“Shsh! She‟ll hear you,” said my other sister who was of a
conciliatory nature.
“Let her hear,” said my eldest sister rather belligerently,
“otherwise how would she know that we‟re suffering so much
body pain in this quest for Nirvana.”
Below, in the main entrance hall, our prayers were drowned in the
crescendo of sounds from bugle and drum. In the stone quadrangle
stood four drummers, one in each corner, wearing turbans on their
heads, white sarongs twisted around their waists with the lower
end tucked between their legs, and upper belted at the waist with
red ties and brass buckle and ornaments. Brass amulets adorned
their arms and bracelets; brass jingles were wrapped around ankles.
Two had hitched to their waist cylindrical drums they beat with
long canes. The other two wore, at their waist, a pair of circular
drums they beat with shorter twisted canes. A fifth man standing in
the center blew the bugle. Taking their cue from the leader,
drummers began the percussion; and the bugle wailed. They all
moved backward, forward, and from side to side, faster and faster,
as in a trance, keeping perfect step to the rhythm of the rapidly
escalating drum beat, speaking loudly to the piety of devotees
assembled within the Maligawa, commanding them forcefully,
urging them relentlessly and driving them without pause to pray
for redemption. The sounds of drums and bugle swept over the
heads of kneeling zealots, echoed along hallways, bounced off
stonewalls, raced outside the temple through the streets of our
small town, broke the air over roof- tops of homes and summoned
the devout to the Maligawa. Every day, at dawn and dusk, I was
stirred, because of these sounds and mother‟s persistence, into a
pious communion with my faith. All over the little town, temple
drums were heard, day in and day out, every day of the year,
stirring people to prayer and worship. The people of Kandy
flocked to the Maligawa every evening to the accompaniment of
those rituals begun in ancient times.
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After about an hour neither impending karmic burden nor the
inexplicable quest for nirvana enticed us to further prayer. Our
prayers were recited hurriedly; we awaited closure, not of life but
of the daily prayer session; but mother could not be budged. Even
when her communion with Buddha, dhamma and sangha within
the Maligawa was over, she was lingering needlessly on every step
of the way down, turning around, again and yet again, bringing her
palms together over a bowed forehead and muttering, “sadhu” as if
to make sure she was leaving a trail of herself behind. We were
anxious to get out of there as fast as we could for a reason; to reach
the man who sits cross-legged on the bund, under a street light, at
the far end of the lake who sold piping hot lentil vadas and medhu
vadas. How delicious the remembered taste of those spicy and
temperature hot vadas! Sometimes, the vada seller had sold his
wares and gone away before we got there because of mother‟s
over-indulgence in religious rites. We were aroused, but she was
relieved that he was nowhere because of his dirty appearance and
the swarm of insects hovering above the basket of vadas that he
waved away with a dirty oil-stained newspaper.
The annual gala of the Perahera in the month of August
commemorates an ancient victory in battle. A procession of
caparisoned elephants, including the hasthi rajaya or the elephant
king bearing on its massive back the golden dagoba of the tooth
relic, paraded along the narrow streets of Kandy. Sometimes, a
parade of more than one hundred and fifty elephants decked in
glittering clothes walked regally, in measured tread, beside their
mahouts. It would be difficult for someone who has not witnessed
that sight to imagine the solemn gait and the decorum the massive
animals displayed as they wound their girth through crowded
streets preceded and followed by frenzied dancers, torchbearers
and other vassals of the Maligawa and the several Devales.
Kandyan chiefs dressed in traditional finery and regalia as in the
days of the Sinhalese monarchy followed; alongside, in feudal
subservience, were sesath holders. Apart from the caparisoned
elephants, the most exciting in that procession were the Kandyan
40

dancers who displayed an ancient dance routine to the
accompaniment of bugle and drum. As the perahera wound its way
along the streets, it halted briefly before a few strategic spots like
the Queen‟s Hotel where high-ranking locals and tourists were
assembled. There, the dancers burst into a frenetic display of their
talent. It was the spot where we all wanted to be. Even though it
was the most crowded intersection along the route, we endured the
crush for the benefit of the best display.
Sri Lankans in my time were a wandering tribe of relatives and
friends who lived a full and delightful life visiting others and being
visited in turn. Rarely, if ever, did we stay at hotels when we
journeyed to places of historical interest or went on pilgrimages.
We stayed in homes of friends and relatives of whom father and
mother had many in nearly all parts of the country. Our family had
more than its share of such visitations from mother‟s relatives
because Kandy is a resort town. Its pristine air, mild climate,
beautiful mountain scenery, the many historical sites in and around
it, the lake, the great Mahaveli, the beautiful Royal Botanical
Gardens, and in the month of August, the annual spectacle of the
perahera brought many relatives of mother to our home. Mother
also had a reputation of being a gracious hostess because of her
indefatigable and unstinting service to relatives and friends. Some
who came to our home were not even related to us; they were
friends of relatives who arrived uninvited by us with introduction
from a distant relative. All of them, related or not dropped in,
unannounced, even at meal times, but heartily welcomed by her.
Those who came from afar stayed for few days, and even weeks
because of considerations like the cost of the train ticket or bus
fare; they wanted to get their money‟s worth! Sometimes they
came by the busload and more followed by train. The car was
dispatched to the train station, many times, to pick up the feeble or
affluent.
We shared with those who come uninvited, the meal we were
about to eat, even if it means another pot of rice had to cooked,
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more curries to be made to feed our servants, or someone in the
family went to bed on a lighter stomach. So blind, it never
occurred to us whenever mother found an excuse for not sitting
down to the table during those exigencies, it was because there was
not enough of something we all liked and had to share with
uninvited guests. To appease the thirst and hunger of our many
visitors, several kettles of tea were brewed, beverage bottles
popped, cookies and cakes baked, mounds of string hoppers, pittu,
appa and sandwiches prepared and pots of rice and curries cooked.
Always, there was good food in our home, memories of those
flavorful viands stir up nostalgia for the wondrous times in my life,
for the far away things and events lodged in my memory. Father
flourished in the company of people and in the midst of action. He
enlivened friends and relatives who come to our home after hours
of weary travel by bus or train seeking not only lodging and good
food, but free entertainment also. He had the capacity to make our
home resound with laughter and good cheer. He knew how to
entertain without working up a sweat like mother.
Literal translation from Sinhalese to English offered many
opportunities to provoke laughter from his audience;
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Two water buffaloes were goring each other under a bamboo tree.
The Singhalese word for water buffalo is “mee haraka” and
“meeya” is also the word for rat; the literal translation of water
buffalo is “rat bull”! “Anagannawa” is “to gore” but it can also be
translated as “taking nails”; finally, “bamboo tree” is “una gaha”
and “Una” is “fever.” Translation:
“Two rat bulls were taking nails under a fever tree.”
Seated in his favorite armchair he told the same stories, again and
yet again, to a captive crowd who appeared content to pass hours
in his company, laughing heartily and not minding they had heard
the stories before. So much unbridled admiration was heaped on
him after each re-telling and so much laughter unleashed that he
never tired. They listened raptly to the adventures of the newly
married couple that went house hunting in a town far from home.
Upon returning home, because neither had seen the WC (water
closet) in the house they both liked, the husband wrote to the
owner inquiring about its condition and location. The landlord
pondered long and hard over the abbreviation. Finally, he said to
his wife,
“Aha, I‟ve got it! WC stands for Wesleyan Chapel.”
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His reply, a vivid and colorful description of the chapel, is
hilarious to those who knew that WC stood for a water closet.
Each time he told this story, he embellished it with new detail, like
pews to accommodate four or more inside and the bazaar to be
held the following week to furnish the WC with plush seats. (This
last bit should not sound funny to those of us who live in the
United States!) The visitors laughed loudest when he came to the
part about its location: two miles from the house so the couple
faced a long commute. Troublesome if they are in the habit of
going frequently! The bus service to and from the WC was often
crowded, he also wrote, providing only standing accommodation
most of the time! No matter how often he told the story, there was
such eagerness in his sparkling eyes, his face glowed with childlike joy; guests listened and laughed, uplifted by the joyous mood
of the storyteller. I often wondered whether their laughter was less
spontaneous than it seemed, brought forth by expectations of
mother‟s good food and gracious hospitality. But I believed that
those stories enriched by jolly rendering allowed visitors to forget
for a moment their fatigue.
Father was happy; in their company; he joked, spun yarns, made
promises not easy to fulfill, commanded mother to supply more
food, drove guests to beauty spots in and around Kandy, and even
to distant places like Sigiriya and Dambulla. He enjoyed the fun
and excitement they brought into our home, the good food mother
prepared and the many picnics to the Royal Botanical Gardens at
Peradeniya. He served drinks rather lavishly, even insisting on
refilling glasses when they were unwilling to impose upon his
generosity and hospitality. When it is time for their departure, he
said,
“Why in this great hurry? Stay for a few more days.”
When the guests could not be persuaded, he said
“Come back soon.”
However, after the last of them had departed, a mean spirit asserted
itself creating an unflattering portrait in our eyes. He suddenly
awakened to a reality that was shocking, most distressful and
44

intolerable. While mother, enfeebled by the accommodation and
catering service, improvised living and sleeping arrangements,
spent whatever energy she had restoring peace and order to our
household, she was forced to put up with his anger and criticism.
Father took stock of the damage visitors had done to the food
supply and his bank balance; he malingered mercilessly. We stood
by mother despairing at his thoughtlessness.
“I was short-changed, duped and defrauded by that crafty old man,
your father, and I‟ll be damned if I let your relatives impoverish
me now,” he yelled, his face livid from emotions intense and
sudden.
A steady stream of invective poured out from the mouth of my
usually fun-loving and peaceful father. I think he harked back
periodically to the soured relationship with his father-in-law.
Recalling how he was duped and overcome by those feelings of
being cheated, he wanted to be avenged. After listening to his expost vituperation and his ranting and raving for a while, mother
tamely pointed to a small box of candy or some trivial gift that
they, the relatives brought, of which only box, bag or empty carton
remained.
Dropping her voice to almost a whisper, she supplicated,
“None of them came empty-handed. Podi-akka brought ten
measures of rice and twenty-five coconuts; Malini, a large box of
kavun and kokis that her son, a strapping young man, could barely
carry; Menike sent a large basket of vegetables from Bandarawela.
Neither Banda nor I have been to the market in days. Sunny
brought two bottles of kitul treacle and five bundles of kitul
jaggery from father‟s estate. The jaggery they sell in the stores are
mixed with cane sugar that is why it is so hard, almost like rock.”
But mother‟s feeble defense fell on his deaf ears.
“Well,” shouted father, “They ate whatever they brought and
whatever we had in our pantry as well.”
Our sense of who is right or wrong was vague, but seeing how
poor mother slaved for all of us as well, my sisters and I were
outraged. We wondered with repugnance at his hypocrisy and were
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aroused by mother‟s wretched plight. Angered by his churlish
behavior, and saddened by mother‟s predicament, I asked,
“What happened to all those goodies the relatives brought? I saw
you eating them; you flourished in their company; you even asked
them to come back soon. Don‟t you understand father that they are
her relatives and she should enjoy their company at least once a
year?”
Yes! Though she was not blessed with the superabundance of
material things she enjoyed in her pre-marital days, triumphantly
she showed everyone her glory undiminished and enduring even
amidst her diminished circumstances
But he was thinking of his bank balance and the financial ruin
bound to happen because of mother‟s unbounded hospitality. Even
as we rose to mother‟s defense with much volume, for our tender
hearts sometimes ached for our mother‟s suffering without
appreciation or reward, he was right in one respect; we disliked the
frequent visits from so many relatives, many of whom we did not
even visit, did not like or even despised. We disliked most of all,
their habit of staying over. Those who came to stay the night drove
us out of our beds!
Father was fond of playing practical jokes, usually on our
unsuspecting mother, who if she had a sense of humor, it seldom
showed. Once, upon meeting a friend from his bachelor days, his
funny bone glowed enough to fire his imagination through and
through.
“I like you to meet my wife and three daughters,” father said.
“Come home for dinner tomorrow evening, but remember to raise
your voice when you speak to my wife. She is deaf, an unfortunate
condition. Don‟t look astonished! Deafness runs in her family.
Both –in-laws and several of her siblings are deaf.”
At home for lunch the same day, he told mother of the invitation to
a friend she had not met before. He had been through really hard
times, he said, and lost his hearing in a recent automobile accident.
Thus, the unsuspecting duo met. They shouted at each other,
roaring to a climax of an unforgettable encounter, mother despising
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the jerk for his loud and gesture full manner, and thankful for his
early departure. Long after that frustrating encounter, she found
out how father had victimized both.
In the evening, after dinner, father brought out the violin or
mandolin, and we sang along while he accompanied. His repertoire
of ancients songs were outside living memory of anyone twenty
years or younger. We seldom heard the songs father sang on our
radio, but they had power to soften a stern face or melt a hard
heart; such sweet songs with power to stir latent emotions and
activate forgotten memories. He sang of distant mountains,
sequestered pools, white water lilies, graceful swans, exquisitely
beautiful village damsels, soft rain and fleecy clouds. I knew not
then how much pain and joy co-exists within the frame of a song
sung by someone you love. Now, after so many decades, how they
sometimes tugged at heartstrings to bring forth tears!
If father ever worried about household matters, he never showed us
he was concerned. He was not an artful dodger; not by any means.
He shared the opinion of most men to worry about such matters
would destroy one‟s sanity while doing nothing to make the load
easier to bear. In his opinion the struggle to gain fame and fortune
was fatuitous. He liked a fun-filled life, so he cultivated what
mother described as “trivial pursuits” –pursuits that brought
happiness without too much effort. He had an ear for music; poor
mother did not. Either you have it or you do not, the joyous feeling
in your heart at sounds of music. Father‟s passion for music was a
constant source of friction between him and mother who thought of
it as a way of frittering away valuable time in another useless past
time. Now I know and understand how mother felt, because my
husband watches so many ball games on television, switching
channels with the alacrity of toddlers on Saturday mornings to tune
into their favorite cartoon show. Now I cannot bear to see him so
employed, but then I did not understand why father‟s indulgence
might irritate mother, who knew so little of music, who was
unacquainted even with the musical scale, and to whom the songs
he sang would have sounded like the ranting of a lunatic. Her
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repertoire of music was a collection of gathas or religious chants
she sang in a loud monotone.
Father played both the violin and mandolin and could pick up any
melody on a keyboard. Her kind of work, so vital for the family‟s
well being, he neither did nor participated with her in doing, or did
reluctantly. How well I remember, now with more joy and
appreciation than I did then, those musical evenings in our living
room.

Musical instruments in father’s ensemble

Today no songs are sweeter than those he sang and no music more
resonant, but in those days we heaped ridicule on them. Nostalgia
provides a powerful stimulus to memory allowing me to recall in
minute detail the pictures reposing in my mind. Those evenings
meant so much to me because I loved the delicious food, the
laughter, and the fun, but not the music because most of it came
down from another era.
How fussy the preparations for the musical evenings! The furniture
was moved aside or to another room. The brown Karastan rug with
beautiful flora pattern was laid on the banister, beaten well until it
sheds both dust and wool, and placed in the approximate center of
the room. Cushions and mats were scattered on the cement floor.
Under the vigilant eyes of mother, my sister and I polished the
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brass and silver ornaments. We also polished to a mirror-like
finish, the jade table on which those ornaments reposed. Banda
swept and polished the floors of the sitting and dining rooms with
rags, brushes, coconut refuse and Mansion Polish. Under mother‟s
vigilant eyes, the floors of the other rooms were cleaned with
grated coconut from which all the milk had been extracted. First,
the floor was wiped clean with the coconut refuse, then rags lifted
any residual dirt, after which, Banda spread a thin layer of
Mansion polish.
“Make sure you don‟t use too much polish; it‟s expensive stuff.
Use the brushes and cloths to polish the floor hard until it gleams.
Use very little polish!” mother said to the insouciant Banda, again
and yet again.
Mother commanded everyone who was within hearing distance to
do this or that. In the pantry Punchie Menika sliced and chopped
fruit for the salad. Appetites were whetted by the sight of the
Murusi pineapple, the succulent mango, the ripe banana and
papaya ripened for the occasion hidden in a bed of straw and
sawdust. Cashews were slivered, mango and pineapple chopped,
banana thinly sliced and placed in a large bowl and orange juice
squirted all over to prevent discoloration. Raisins were washed and
pitted and spread out on a large plate to dry; a bottle of vanilla and
a jar of white sugar were within reach. Delicious! The smell of
curries and aroma of crushed cardamom and cinnamon in the
saffron rice perfumed the air; the delectable smells tempted
reserved taste buds. Sounds of commotion in the kitchen were
clearly heard in the pantry: so much grinding, pounding, scraping,
cutting chopping crushing, stirring and whipping from every
direction and amidst the cacophony of sounds, the strident voices
of Punchie Menika or mother were shouting orders urgent to each.
. It was difficult to understand what was said and by whom and to
whom amidst such an issue of competing commands. Alice and
Banda were each occupied with a task specially assigned by either
mother or Punchie Menika and they contentiously integrated
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activities, blaming each other for the lapses that occurred because
of noise and commotion.
“Alice, where are the green chili I told you to chop? Banda bring
me a few sprigs of karapincha. Be careful not to tear down a whole
branch! Since you joined the household, that tree is in bad shape.
Alice, after you finish peeling the onion, the coriander seed must
be roasted and powdered. Now, where are the cardamom and
cloves that I left on this table?” Punchie Menika, who usually came
in the afternoon to help Alice prepare the evening meal, came the
day before and stayed overnight. Mother‟s undisputed opinion, we
all tended to share, was that Punchie Menika was second only to
her in culinary expertise; neither would allow Alice to mix masala
for the curries.
“Alice does not quite have the knack to make tasteful curries,”
mother said so many times in Alice‟s diminished presence.
Alice went about her business crashing into pots and pans and
muttering her wrath in the ears of her many gods.
The musicians arrived even sooner than were expected. As a
consequence mother‟s careful scheduling and planning of events
were thrown into disarray. Father and four other musicians, his
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close friends, formed a chamber group in which musical traditions
of east and west met. One played the harmonium; another, the
tabla; another, the violin and father picked at strings of the
mandolin. Before each adjusted his corpus upon cushions on the
floor, father asked,
What would you like to drink?”
It is the moment they were waiting for.
“Anything would do, Richie, anything.”
“Follow me,” father said beckoning his friends to his room.
“Yes,” they all replied in eager chorus.
When they emerged a short time later, it was clear from the
glowing faces they were all suitably warmed up and ready to go.
They sat on cushions scattered on the floor, seating and re-seating,
trying to tuck in their paunchy stomachs and wearily folding legs
under spreading thighs and spacious buttocks. Beyond the prime
of life and limbs no longer supple, it took them awhile to settle
down comfortably. One, unable to sit cross-legged, lowered his
cumbersome torso onto his knees and heels.
“Arthritis, you know,” he explained to amused companions.
Suddenly, the performance began with tuning of instruments and
tremulous rendition of the musical scale according to the Indian
tradition that my sister disparagingly referred to as the Karnatic
gargle. Once the tabla was conditioned, instruments synchronized
with each other and harmony established, music poured out like
lava from an active volcano. All of them knew how to improvise,
using the sari, gama, pada, nisa scale; one strayed in a hitherto
untried direction and the others, by listening and watching closely,
established harmony swiftly, not perfectly of course, but rather
well. They sang sweetly, to the accompaniment of music, their
voices blending so well with the instruments.
I remember the performances. Father and his friends talked a great
deal, laughed even more and made music in between. Sufficiently
energized by drink, they poured their hearts out, eyes open, then
shut; their faces showing such a contortion of emotion: longing,
desire, conflict, struggle, and sweet reconciliation, their bodies
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swaying gently or vigorously according to the needs of the song:
now glad, now sad, now jolly and now despondent in rendition of
those well-worn songs we heard, time and time again, on each and
every occasion they assembled in our home. It seems to me now,
upon recall, that the strings of the mandolin were plucked,
stretched, pulled sideways and made to vibrate like a humming
bird on wings. My father could make the strings weep, because the
sounds I remember are hauntingly romantic, unashamedly
sentimental and not easily forgotten.
From our house rang out loud sounds of musical instruments,
wondrously sweet to them. The chant of their songs was carried
away through open windows like leaves caught in a wind gust,
wafting over treetops and roofs of homes, gaining more volume
from the echo as they bounce off walls into other homes below
announcing an evening of musical celebration. In more than one
home, a man or woman said,
“There he goes again! How pleasure full is a life of so little pain
and even less work!”
There was great mirth among the servants whose repertoire of
songs was modern and confined to a few catchy tunes from movies
they had recently seen. According to them father‟s music was too
funny for words. Banda, the jokester in their midst, said that those
songs had the power to entice creatures, even snakes from dark
recesses of the earth. Pointing his finger to an imaginary one in the
corner of our kitchen, he cried out,
“Look, over there! It‟s a snake! In its hurry to get here, it has lost
its legs!”
My sister and I always accepted their invitation to sing along; we
sang the only modern songs of the evening. My eldest sister would
not participate under any circumstances. After a brief argument
between us regarding the choice of song, our voices united in its
delivery. The experience of singing along with father and his
friends was as thrilling as when we performed before a large
audience during term-end concerts in school. I, always
competitive, sang louder, with more gusto and movement of body
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and limb, improvising and executing new arrangements; my sister
turned her head to look at me and imitated whatever I did. More
synchronization of movement was the happy outcome. Father
picked up the melody; the tabla player joined in with percussion,
tentatively at first, then more confidently as he too got into the
mood. We had selected a song describing a gathering storm: skies
darkened with rain clouds; lightening illuminated the skies and
thunder rattled the air. Amidst din of thunder and the flash of
lightening, raindrops fell from the sky like arrows forming puddles
of water everywhere; birds hidden in trees above cried out in fear,
but the singers were joyful. Our singing was accompanied by a
display; we swept our hands overhead to show the arching sky,
clapped hands over our ears to demonstrate the sound of exploding
thunder, we rose on tip-toe, with arms raised above our heads,
trembling from head to toe to show how wind and rain thrashed the
tall trees, raised our palms overhead and drizzled fingers down to
the floor to simulate the pitter-patter of rain. The ovation at the end
of our performance included an outburst from the most critical
component of the audience: the folk in the kitchen. They were
standing in the hallway to watch. We looked forward to the
musical evenings because of the grandeur of events, fun of
participation, excitement of company, delicious food, and most of
all, escape from routine of study. The special treat was dinner
served around eight: saffron rice, chicken curry, brinjal moju, fried
potato and seeni-sambol. The dessert alone satiated our hunger and
we could wait until it was served: a scoop of vanilla ice cream
nesting in a big bowl of fruit salad; sometimes, when mother got
carried away she also made a jaggery pudding. We ate finger foods
like patties and cutlets, and went frolicking around the house to the
rhythm of tabla. All we ate of the main course was saffron rice.
The quartet sang until their inspiration began to vane, a frequent
occurrence. As soon as the last sounds of a song faded away, there
was a pause; the musicians stood up as discreetly as possible and
disappeared into father‟s room to mix more drinks, away from our
inquisitive eyes.
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A rainy day

It was considered poor judgment to indulge in such vices in the
presence of impressionable children. The musicians emerged soon
afterwards, softly inebriated and hugely inspired. What wonders a
drink or two did to the performance of father and his friends;
smiling faces; rejuvenated vocal chords, supple fingers, and
dexterous hands. They, even the one with the potbelly, were
moving about with more ease, without the stiffness of limb
observed previously, reseating on the cushions like youthful
dancers. They produced astonishingly good sounds evidently
tapped from a level of talent and energy hitherto hidden.
Sri Lankans consumed a great deal of alcohol at their parties.
Father was born to an Anglican family and converted to Buddhism
after his marriage. The consumption of alcohol was a habit that
survived the conversion. During evening prayers, when we all sit
down to recite promises to uphold the Pancha Sila, I watch father
closely. Under mother‟s vigilant watch we promised to abstain
from killing any living thing, stealing, committing adultery, lying
and drinking alcoholic beverage. Father‟s lips stopped moving
when he came to the fifth commandment; the only one he
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consistently violated. Challenged by me to give up drinking, he
said,
“Don‟t talk rubbish, child! A small drink now and then is not what
Buddha had in mind. I drink a little whiskey or brandy because it
helps to digest the food.”
My eldest sister‟s rebuttal was,
“Don‟t we need a little whiskey or brandy to digest our food?”
Yes, it was true that he never drank excessively. I never saw him
swagger. I know he had a glass too many when he acted funny,
even giggling like a girl. My eldest sister, who had a phrase to
describe every event, described the condition as “a jolly nerve
rupture”.
One occasion I well remember because we were hustled off to bed
before excitement began, tragedy followed a night of fun, food and
music. The morning after, our house was unusually quiet, almost
like a graveyard. Those who had stayed overnight talked to each
other in whispers, walked about in measured tread and with bowed
heads. My questions went unanswered and adults spoke sharply to
us, as though we were responsible for the somber mood that, like a
smothering blanket, had fallen upon the house during the night
while we slept. Ordered to disappear and refrain from asking
questions, we gravitated toward the kitchen to get the servants‟
unabridged version of classified events. By a little inquiry, we
found out the man we knew as Bertie Uncle had died during the
night. Word got around, mostly through Elaris the office boy, of
the circumstances surrounding Bertie Uncle‟s death, an incident
father and mother would not even acknowledge.
Before the musical evening came to a close, shortly after midnight, a ranting and raving Bertie Uncle, who had drunk a great
deal, was offered a bed for the night. He was too inebriated to go
home alone. He was taken to father‟s room to sleep off his
intoxication on father‟s bed barely wide enough to contain his
sprawling body. Shortly before dawn, father went to see how his
friend was faring. He knocked on the door, and receiving no
answer, pushed it open and found him lying on the floor in a pool
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of vomit and feces. Bertie Uncle was rushed to hospital; he died
shortly after admission, never regaining consciousness from the
drinking and eating binge of the previous night. Banda said a brain
sometimes exploded from too much drink. He had watched the
embalmers at work in our backyard.
“They cut open his stomach, took out all his entrails, and interred
them under the yucca bushes in our backyard. Good fertilizer.
Alice,” he said, “next year we‟ll have big yams.”
Alice said, “Killer of time, get out of my sight before I lay my
hands on you,” and drove him away.
Of no use for father to grieve for his friend as a kind and generous
friend, mother cast a scornful look and loudly assailed Uncle
Bertie for his many excesses. No good ever comes to father‟s many
friends in the end, she triumphantly declared. Of no use either for
father to hope that Bertie Uncle will attain Nirvana.
“No!” said mother most emphatically. “He was a man of bad
habits. His journey through Samsara is not likely to end soon. Only
those who practice moderation attain Nirvana!”
For a while after Bertie Uncle‟s sudden demise, shame, remorse, or
grief appeared to have made an indelible impression on father‟s
mind. He often recalled the extraordinary way his friend‟s life had
ended. The distaste mother felt regarding the circumstances of its
occurrence within our home introduced a self-imposed sobriety
and put an end to the musical evenings. Overcome by remorse, he
told mother
“No more musical evenings; no more dinners; no more parties.”
She hoped the change was enduring. In the tropics, however, lush
grass grows quickly over a grave. Bertie Uncle was soon forgotten.
She reminded him of Bertie Uncle and the promise he had made,
but it was an event he had no recollection of. Once again, father
and his other friends met as they used to and sang, as they formerly
did, of birds, trees, pink lotus, blue water, marshes, beautiful
damsels, cascading waterfalls, gurgling brooks, graceful swans and
shadows cast by airborne saints; songs that express the
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romanticism in men of sedentary disposition who lived in a restful
era so vastly different from mine.
The songs they sang were directed to my heart; they pierced it and
lay buried somewhere within to be resurrected many decades later,
whenever I wished to recall the memory of parental love and
affection that surround me no more. I heard his music, those pure
sounds belonging to his memory, in flowing water, rustling wind,
and even in the trilling of tiny wrens in my backyard as they flit
from branch to branch engaged in nest-building activity.
The resurrection did not always evoke visions of blue water or
laughing damsels, soothing rain or fragrant flowers; instead, they
brought to life the kind face and happy disposition of father who
once sang those songs to me. They are memories I can awaken at
will with the poignancy associated with remembrance of persons
who you love and are no more. On those days when the world
seems to be crashing around me, when nothing I do appears to
satisfy anyone, and when people I know consistently violate my
sense of well-being and what I believe is right, I feel the need for
communion with the past. In harsher moments of life, and lately
there have been so many, the songs he and his friends sang drift
down the passage of time to stir up a longing for things that are no
more. At those times I also hear spirit voices of deep and abiding
affection; encouraging, cajoling, advising, nurturing, sustaining
and caring like none other.
The setting sun glows o‟er new mown fields of corn.
The freeway undulates between, on and on.
Slouched beside, staring into the streaking gold
Of farmhouses, cows and horses unfold,
I listen, with tightening heart,
To songs of before, arrive and depart.
The music quickens; emotions thicken,
Remembering places forsaken,
People long gone, and events unforgotten.
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“As ssn-sights depart”

His song, she softly sings;
A deeper pain stirs.
His face, past change, appears atop those tears.
How harsh it strikes the heart,
As sun-sights depart!
Flip the switch to begin
His song, again and again;
It plays on and on, like a fond refrain,
Re-tracing the man, his times and terrain.
I listen, under the spell of darkness,
To the song‟s bitter–sweetness.
Two parents like mine, so different from each other, were bound to
have many reasons for quarreling. At such time, father stomped up
and down like a child who had lost his toy and mother‟s tongue
wagged incessantly. There was in him a spark of hot temper
mother knew how to ignite and kindle. The cause for the firestorm

58

was often quite trivial and had much to do with either children‟s
ploys she thought he had encouraged, or his lack of ambition she
could not bear, or his salary never enough to spend on our needs,
or the pension she was never going to receive some day if she
outlived him.
People who generally observe gentle ways, can, when upset, show
a cantankerous nature. When father lost his temper, he unleashed a
spectacular tantrum that belied his usual calm and sedentary self.
The quarrels between the father and mother were in-house fights;
not bar room brawls. Occasionally, a plate or bowl went crashing
across the room; and we scrambled for cover. During those temper
tantrums, only inanimate objects came to harm. I have in my
possession a large brass bowl on a stand of three elephants he once
threw across the room with such force causing a small dent on the
side. The vocabulary of expletives he unleashed cause grave
concern in mother, belatedly pleading with him to spare the
children‟s innocence. The innocents, often the cause of the
brouhaha, for that moment lay silently in bed with pillows over
their heads, afraid the friends who lived in the neighborhood would
hear the commotion. It was a frightful disturbance; but mercifully
short, menacing to those heard it because of shrill shouting. The
temper, from which he quickly recovered, was quickly driven back
to the dark recesses of his mind awaiting the next recall. He rapidly
gained composure, blissfully unaware of the terror he had caused.
Father‟s over-reaction to mother‟s criticism was triggered by fear it
might escalate into a demand to eliminate one of his hobbies or,
almost as unbearable, the thought she might force him to reduce
the frequency of these events. Father had to have his senses
delightfully and frequently entertained by his hobbies. I saw his
faults mostly through mother‟s eyes; the time he spent on his
wasteful hobbies; cigarette smoking; and drinking; in summary, his
whole life-style mother did not share but was exposed to, from day
to day throughout the many, many years of marriage. Although
mother was generally a sensible person, she was sometimes seized
by attacks of craving for things she did not have. Some trivial
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event within her extended family, either jewelry her sister had
recently bought, or the salary increase a brother-in-law received; or
the horsepower of a cousin‟s new car, triggered a fierce verbal
exchange between them. While she thought he did not measure up
to the husbands of her many sisters, they all loved to come to our
home, while neither father nor anyone else in our family seldom, if
ever, visited their homes.
“Can‟t you see?” he often asked, “They all love to come here
because we live well, eat well and enjoy life, while they show off.
We may not have a lot of money in the bank, but we sure know
how to spend the little we have.”
“Very little indeed!” mother retorted.
“Money! Money! Money! That‟s the only thing you worry about.
If your sisters have a better life, why don‟t you go and live with
them? We, the girls and I, will somehow manage,” he said.
I, who visualized chaos after mother‟s departure, said,
“I‟ll go with you, mother.”
Soon, my sisters were also ready to desert him.
Mother not wishing to force a critical event to a crisis, said she was
going nowhere and even if she was, she has no intention of
dragging us along. Who would take in a woman and three girls, she
asked? Not even our grandparents who had so many grandchildren
by then, especially several grand sons to lavish over. But she
would not stop before she had got an upper hand in argument.
“You want to get rid of me so that you can engage in more trivial
pursuits,” she said.
On other occasions when he was called to match his worldly
possessions against those of his in-laws, he hurriedly left the house
and returned only in the evening when night has cooled off
tempers inside. He was warmly welcomed. She had worried for a
good part of the day thinking he was perhaps injured in an accident
because he was so late in returning home. Father sought every
opportunity to escape from tethers tying him to his home, as most
men are wont to do. Perhaps there is a compelling gene inherited
from ancient times when men go hunting and gathering and
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women are left behind to look after the home, hearth and offspring.
In the workplace, most men will not yield to fatigue; they take a
severe view of duty, working hard whether they receive fair
compensation or not. At home, they want for a life of ease, and
avoid by any means, the work their wives want them to do in the
house. A bountiful life at home is what they want, but service to
the home they despise or do with reluctance. To avoid the shared
responsibility of household management, father often went out
during the day ostensibly for the purpose of attending to business,
pretending there was much to do out there, somewhere. Mother
was not easily deceived, but she did not mind. In fact, she was
happy when he was gone and so were the servants; because, upon
his return, even after an hour, he caused a flurry of activity. The
comfort and wishes of the master of the house, however delinquent
in matters of responsibility and duty sharing, could not be slighted.
No matter how busy the servants were, all work was set aside, and,
at least, a pot of tea brewed and the cup of tea made for him.
There was a special spot in father‟s heart for me. I freely accessed
his room where no one else was welcome, even to tidy up. There
was little need to tidy up because he was meticulous in his habits
and the room was always neat and tidy. On the writing desk he had
the array and assortment of paraphernalia found on a top
executive‟s: a silver plated stand with ink-wells for black and blue
ink; two grooves on it for pen and pencil; personalized stationery
in a desktop tray; a large board topped with blotting paper framed
and edged with leather at the four corners; and a small tin tray
compartmentalized for paper clips and pins. In another drawer, in
that writing desk, he had stationery, envelopes embossed with his
name and more pens and pencils. He was never a top executive but
he sure knew how to live like one if the need arose!
Father‟s wardrobe had separate shelves for pants, shirts, socks and
underwear. Every item of clothing was neatly folded and stacked
like Benetton ware. There was a small drawer for his little
treasures: tarnished tie pins, antique fountain pens, wrist watches
that no longer ticked; and photos of himself in days gone by when
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he drove around the country in the company of tourists acting as
their photographer and guide. He was an avid collector of antiques
several decades before the Antique Road Show came on American
television. His dear possessions, ambitions, hopes and dreams were
all in this wardrobe. I rummaged in it, tenderly fingering each item,
unaware of the dreams they inspired and the hopes they nurtured in
their owner.
Within a small cupboard, there was his collection of precious
mechanical tools stored there to prevent mechanics that sometimes
came to help in auto repair from stealing any. Father was a
scavenger of auto part stores from which the intriguing miscellany
of tools, some usable and others not, had been bought at discount
prices. As the collection grew it spread to several wall cupboards,
tins and bins as well. He had a screw for every occasion and a
screwdriver to drive it in. Unlike most, he knew what to do with
the tools he collected. I was often at his side watching closely
while he worked, handing him the tools he needed, glowing in the
radiance of my self-appointment as apprentice without pay.
There were days when father and I serviced the car together; a job
mother said is better done at the service station. She fretted the
“jacked up” car would come crashing down on my head while I lay
beneath giving the universal joint a good shot of lubricating oil, or
emerged from “down under” with face, hands, hair and clothes
smeared in oil and dirt. If the car servicing operation provoked
loud protest, the philately pursuit, an even more cantankerous
response.
Whenever it appeared to mother that father and I were having a
really good time, she said,
“That is the daughter you did not even want to see when she was
born,” referring to his profound disappointment when told that
mother had delivered another daughter instead of the son they both
wanted and prayed for. A daughter was a huge liability for a
family. To give my two sisters and I away in marriage, poor father
would have to come up with three large dowries!

62

Though music was his first love, philately engages a good deal of
his leisure time creating a strong bond between my father and I. He
had accumulated a large collection of stamps over the years on the
basis of a starter set given by his father when he was only eleven
years old. Those stamps were in two tins that once contained
Mackintosh toffee, in hundreds of used brown envelopes or
mounted in three stamp albums, one a Mova-Leaf album held
together by a concealed spring that could be activated to unbind
the volume, another a Strand album including so many maps to
help us discover the countries and territories designated within.
The maps attested to its antiquity; many countries shown in them
no longer exist.
On many Sundays, after a sumptuous feast of saffron rice and
curry, father and I spent hours sorting, cleaning and mounting
stamps in the two albums with little transparent hinges. No used
envelope was discarded if it had a stamp on it, even if it was the
most common of which he already had hundreds. Each stamp was
separated from the envelope, floated in a basin of water, carefully
peeled off, and dried on sheets of blotting paper. They were then
sorted into brown envelopes, the name of a country, value and
description of each stamp was written o each. Mother, for whom
the value of work was measured by its immediate cash value, saw
little purpose in our joint endeavor. “What a waste of time on a
silly hobby! How can a grownup lead an impressionable child into
such a frivolous pastime? You are spoiling the child. Why don‟t
you show her how to spend her time profitably? Those stamps
have not brought us one cent in all these years, and I doubt they
will sell for anything even in the distant future.”
Mother‟s opinion was based on the notion the money he spent on
stamps, covers, blotters, hinges, and other paraphernalia, could be
put to better use elsewhere in our household run on a shoestring
budget.
How vividly I recall those moments after mother had delivered her
sermon. Looking at me with the kind gray eyes showing the hurt I
share, he said,
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“Your mother knows nothing about stamps. She grew up in a
village. Who but your father knows the value of this collection?
Let‟s go to my room and look in the Gibbon Stamp Catalogue. I‟ll
show why the stamps in these albums will someday buy this house
and all its contents. You will be able to sell this collection for a
great deal of money. But don‟t sell it, dear. Remember it is a
priceless gift from your father.”
We stopped mounting stamps and went to his room. He opened a
bookcase and took out an outdated catalogue, Gibbons Stamp
Catalogue from 1937. A fun-filled and pleasure full exercise in
stamp valuation began. Father and I built our little castles in the air
with all the money Gibbons said our stamps were worth. High
notions of intrinsic value of the stamps entered my mind, and from
these thoughts I derived self-worth, dignity and comfort. From the
heated debate between father and mother, I received my first
lessons in real and potential value. Mother‟s concept of value was
linked to the immediate cash flow an asset generates; in other
words, to its immediate purchasing power; father‟s was intangible
and unrealizable except at some future date. His investment was
valued as the present value of its expected future income stream. It
was father‟s concept of value that excited me. Fancy that the New
York Stock Exchange and all the other stock exchanges around the
world, including the fledging one in Sri Lanka, are all focused on
expected cash flows or future income streams from investment.
Father knew nothing of this terminology, but he acted as if he did.
It was mother who balanced the household budget; father had no
part in that tedious exercise. Mother sweated, agonized, fumed and
may have even cried because his “trivial pursuits” had no power to
generate an immediate cash flow. To me there was value enough in
the enjoyment of stamp collecting and the camaraderie it promoted
between my father and I. What else could have given delight
comparable to the experience I gained in the company of father on
most Sunday afternoons from an assortment of stamps? I was
enchanted by their color and design and transported by the scenes
in some stamps to lands beyond. A curious child with an insatiable
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appetite for adventure saw many historical landmarks in other
countries. Father, with eagerness and wanderlust of a child who
could neither fly an airplane nor sail a ship, traveled with his little
companion to distant lands. Together we wandered through snowcovered Alpine mountains or desert terrain of the Sahara and
discovered countries we did not know existed out there. We
traveled in ships, boats, airplanes or horse drawn carriages in the
company of kings, queens, noblemen and statesmen.
To my father I was special in the family of three girls because I
shared his adventures and misadventures. He needed someone to
be at his elbow, to do the many things, trivial though they seemed
to mother and outsiders that enriched both our lives. I understood
him like no other. Today when I look through the stamp albums
and the huge collection of stamps he gave me a few years before
he passed away, I fondly recall those times and bless him for a
pastime that has since brought me huge pleasure. The collection
has gained in value over time; however, it is not its monetary value
that excites me because I, like him, have not sold a single stamp in
the several decades it has been in my possession; rather, I treasure
the memories on my mind of those days we spent together huddled
over a collection that brought joy to no one else but us.
Sometimes I go back to a childhood garden where father, in khaki
shorts and white tee, pottered in flowerbeds he haphazardly created
with my help. I fetched the hoe, the gardening fork, the rake or
hose. Because the fragrance of flowers is more memorable than
hues, I remember best the rose and jasmine bushes. He planted
roses of different varieties, but never pruned them. I do not think
he knew the art of pruning. They were scraggy bushes that
flowered throughout the year, though never in profusion. He mixed
hollyhocks, sweet Williams, phlox, carnations, dahlias and zinnias,
not in any order but as in a garden of wild flowers. Unknown
varieties and known with plenty of weeds amidst created disarray.
Whenever he went to Nuwara Eliya, he came back with exotic
varieties that thrived only in cooler climes; but he did not mind the
futility of transporting and transplanting them in our backyard.
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Few survived and hardly any bloomed, but there was joy in doing.
A constant attraction our small garden was for birds that sang in
the trees above and butterflies and bees that flitted from flower to
flower in the bushes below.
Mother‟s vegetable garden was a scientific affair, she frequently
watered, carefully tended and regularly fertilized with cow dung.
The compost heap at the far end of the backyard also grew from
household refuse that was dumped on it. Her garden was neatly
laid out, trenches separated one plot from another, and the soil
around each plant well aerated. She went after mealy-bugs with a
vengeance, squirting the infested plants thoroughly with liquid
soap, not a drop wasted! At mealtimes, she made it a point to let us
know how much money she had saved from her bountiful harvest
of brinjals, tomato, long beans and peppers.
“After I am gone, who will do all this work?” she frequently asked
expecting to get no reply.
For our sake, I hoped mother would live forever.
When mother was out of hearing range, father softly said,
“Grow up like your mother, or you‟ll be poor like me,” a rueful
admission that his carefree habits were responsible for our
challenged existence. He warned us while we were still young,
hopeful of us benefiting from his kindly advice. Sharing interests
and going forward together enhance the happiness and success of
any union, especially a marriage. Mother often compared her
marriage to a two- wheeler, each pulling in opposite direction.
Two natures, vastly different from each other, were unfolding
before my impressionable eyes: one assiduously industrious in a
worldly sense, and the other, charming for the lack of it. I am
industrious and driven like mother. One of my two sisters was a
modified version of mother; she walked along a middle path
absorbing a little from both parents; but it is an inexplicable irony
of life, that my other sister, the oldest of the three, who disliked
father intensely, rarely did the things that father wanted her to do,
and always joined mother in open ridicule of him and his hobbies,
turned out to be most like him: lackadaisical, laidback, and
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quixotic; but always wanting only the best that life offered. She
needed to be in union with a husband like my mother. Unmarried,
she drifted aimlessly and spiraled downward dragging all of us
along a painful path.
Father‟s life was free of tension; therefore, he had no bad
cholesterol, no angina or high blood pressure, all of which plagued
mother in later years. During the day he earned just enough to put
good food on the table, keep the roof over our heads, and clothe us
well though not ostentatiously. We were nurtured in the privileged
middle class of Ceylonese society to which we belonged. We
attended a private school, but we were by no means affluent.
Sometimes fate plays cruel tricks on families; mother, driven by
the will to succeed, willing and able to pursue riches, was not the
breadwinner in our household because she was the wife and in
those days the wife‟s place was within the home. A women‟s role
was circumscribed by three words: kinder, kirche, kuche.
When either mother or father used us, the children, to enhance
fitness of his or her role, I was mostly silent. I hoped that someday
they would be proud of me. Since old enough to understand, I
knew the odd couple brought together because of an indefatigable
marriage broker and a conniving old man, my grandfather, had
enriched my life. I am blessed to have a father like him and a
mother like her; a romantic and a utilitarian; he, a man of high
principles and elegant taste than circumstances allowed; and she,
more imperious and ambitious than destiny permited. One had a
great imagination, a love for things in life that beautify a home, to
make it an abode of joy and good cheer; and the other, the courage,
industry, resourcefulness and diligence to keep it supplied with
food, clothing and shelter and an unforgettable mission. From him
I inherited the propensity to indulge in romantic dreams and from
her the habits of industry. I would have been a lot poorer had father
married another woman or she married another man.
Father gave his monthly income to mother, keeping only the small
allowance mother doled out for his incidental expenses, mostly on
cigarettes. Her purse, she kept in the center drawer of the wardrobe
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in her bedroom. She knew how much money there was in it at all
time, not a cent could be taken without her knowledge. When out
shopping for groceries, her purse was lodged in a safe place,
between her bra and ample bosom, while the handbag she carried
contains only dispensable items, mostly receipts from past
purchases. Always she had seven mouths to feed in our house, five
in the family and at least two servants, not counting Punchie
Menika who came daily; but there was never a scarcity of food.
Mother balanced the household budget to the last cent. She drove
hard bargains with merchants not seeming to worry even if they
smirked or ridiculed behind her back; walked down a whole row of
boutiques comparing prices of merchandise when all she gained
was a cent or two. Sometimes, I accompanied her on those endless
shopping expeditions. Without believing in her frugality and
proverbial advice, a penny saved is a penny gained, or accepting
her sense of reality that bargaining with merchants was rational, I
derided those habits and denounced her parsimonious ways. I
trailed far behind, too embarrassed to be seen in her company as
she went from shop to shop inquiring about the price of this or that.
My feet were also tired and my feeble voice cried out in hopeless
protest, only to be reminded, as on countless occasions previously,
that the pennies she saved will build up into a pile so high, enough
to keep us in comfort someday. Not inspired by those promises, I
dared to contradict her parsimony as waste of time.
Looking back on those years with the benefit of hind wisdom, I
marvel at mother‟s ability to balance our household budget. Every
trip to the market place was followed, at home, by a careful
itemization of expenditures. Seated alone at the dining table, pencil
or pen and notebook in hand, she was trying to locate a missing
rupee. Until the lost rupee was traced and accounted for, she
showed such distress. I suffered along with mother, perhaps even
more, not knowing whether the loss was serious and how it might
affect mother‟s sanity and our livelihood. To ease her worries,
sometimes my sister and I reconstructed events, and probed her
memory,
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“Remember mother, you gave five rupees to the fisherman? The
fish cost only two rupees. I saw him give back three rupees,” and
so on, until the lost rupee is tracked down, returned to the
expenditure column, the account balanced and closed, and worry
abated for the moment.
I often wondered at her parsimony, economy, foresight and
wisdom. In the hands of a less frugal woman, father‟s income
could easily have been frittered away leaving us destitute and at
the mercy of cruel outsiders. To carry out the duties of household
management and financing it so methodically and efficiently with
our limited resources required so much imagination and
organization that it is hard for me to conceive how any mind would
be sufficiently gifted and endowed. It is even amazing to find such
powers within someone who grew up with so much and in times
when women were so severely disadvantaged. Who can tell from
where or from whom she learned those skills of household
management on a shoestring budget? Surely it was not in the
sheltered home of her parents.
Even as a child I knew father was able to play a carefree role,
unruffled by life‟s many problems and challenges, because mother
compensated with an immensity of performance, day-in and dayout, year after year, without any sign of weakening. Her attempts at
high living in Kandy trying to outdo the performance of her
friends, was prompted by her recall of life in her pre-marital days.
Mother had a shopping list of distant relatives who grew up in
deprived circumstances, worked diligently in school and college
and went on to do great things. She used one or more of them as
role models to motivate and keep us tethered to her goals.
“Child, learn to endure hardships while you are young; those who
do and work diligently are among the highest achievers in later
years. Rampal is a distant cousin of mine. His family lived in a
small cottage; they didn‟t have electricity. Today he heads a
government department with thousands under his command.”
A good education will someday bring each of us a good job, a
better life and maybe even a good husband, she said. Even though
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the family is well connected, and our family tree, impeccable,
marriage to the doctor, engineer or government agent required a
huge dowry. Father could not afford it. His fortunes ebbed and
flowed, more ebbing than flowing, with monthly paychecks.
We were provided with opportunities for a well-rounded
education. When we reach goals she had set for us and become
even more qualified than she had seen in her wildest dreams, her
aspirations began to move toward a new horizon; it is the small
matter of dowry money. “Good” husbands cannot be enticed
without a pot of gold. Mother was committed to doing everything
in her power to fill that pot.
Mother‟s indefatigable energy, so well nourished by meditation
and discipline of Buddha dhamma she practiced each day, was
lavished on our home and her family. Not a moment of her day
was without some work to do, seeing to the welfare of three
energetic young children kept her busy and on her toes from the
moment she was out of bed in the morning until she went to bed
late at night. Her roving eyes surveyed our plates to ensure that
everything edible on it was eaten. We sorted out our clothes into
three stacks: school uniforms of which each had three; play clothes
we wore when we returned from school in the late afternoon, and
two or three pretty party dresses each for special occasions, all
tailored by her. She ensured that our uniforms were pressed, shoes
polished, homework done and school books in our satchels each
night before we went to bed to avoid a scramble the following
morning. Each day was apportioned its tasks; there were hours for
play, many for serious study, and, at least, one for prayer and
meditation. Organization is blessed and so are management and
endless effort to achieve the best; the three when they happen
together, create conditions for high achievement and success. The
end-of-term report card was joy for winners and hell for losers.
“How many marks did you get on that test, child?” she invariably
asked.
The glad response of “ninety five percent,” was followed by the
quick rebuttal,
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“And whatever happened to those five points?”
Nothing short of excellence and perfection was the standard she set
for her three daughters. Within the family framework, she
organized, controlled, motivated and gave. Neither my two sisters
nor I knew on which day of the year our mother was born; we
asked her many, many times, but she did not tell us. We did not
send her roses or even a birthday card. There was no national day
for honoring mothers in Sri Lanka; so I did not send her gifts. As
far as our relationship was concerned, it was a one-way street, a
river of no return, from her to me. She gave unstintingly of her life
and I accumulated her huge debt of gratitude. Mother rarely bought
clothes for herself and frequently wore a blue silk chiffon sari with
a pink floral design. If you saw it as often as I did and examined it
just as closely, a jack of hearts in shades of pink appeared in the
cluttered design. So indelibly imprinted is the jocund face on
mother‟s favorite sari in my mind, even today, so many decades
later, the jack of hearts in a thirteen-card bridge hand never fails to
bring back memories of her. She lived hard, dressed frugally and
sacrificed so much in the hope that each of the three daughters
would one day become a queen.

Images in mind to red-dot focus come,
And burst forth in rich array,
In sunless January, to quell the heart‟s dismay.
A king-made lake within a hill-ringed fortress;
A home on the hill striding red-tiled roofs lower;
White dagobas (burial tombs dour);
Rising resplendent above rain-tree flowers,
Up to a red-hot sun blazing down
Upon retaining wall chiseled by ancient hands:
Dwarfs and elephants between a frieze of lions.
White clad women under evergreens,
Their red-stained mouths intoning prayers,
For one-way flights to heaven
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From lives poorly endowed, karma driven.
Endearing sounds, I also hear:
Waves lapping the golden-green shores of Minneriya;
And your prayers „beneath a sacred bo tree
That witnessed the birth of this man-made sea,
Were they, for a bountiful life for me?
Or for riches, that with him you never knew?
Feelings too: the caress of your hand
Gentle as a morning breeze,
As I skip alongside, in quick short steps at ease,
On sunny days of which so few
Where I now live.
Blame you not, „tis I who diverged without guilt,
From the yellow brick road you painstakingly built.
Tread trembling on frozen ground,
With my breath, escaping like smoke-rings
From incense wands you lit
Before an enigmatic Buddha
To light up your path to Nirvana.
Can‟t clear mine, I‟ve left those temples behind
And their grounds where you meditated,
Under sun filled skies,
As the unseen sun sinks o‟er phantom hills,
My heart so full of you and yours,
Fondly remembers days that are no more.

A Dagoba
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