
Dare to Dream

Heroic Tales for the Tamil Diaspora

JK Sivalingam

Kindle Edition

* * *
[image: ]


Copyright 2012 JK Sivalingam

“No other profession calls on its practitioners to lay down their lives for their art save the armed forces and, in Sri Lanka, journalism.”

‘Letter from the Grave’
Lasantha Wickramatunga, January 2009
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An idea, once it takes hold, is like a virus. It pervades all parts of the mind and grows until it cannot be shaken off even with the strongest of medicines. 

The idea of Tamil Eelam, a state for the Tamils in the north of the island of Sri Lanka, has been taking shape for decades.  Proposals for devolution of power to District Councils, or a federal form of government all fell by the wayside in the face of opposition from self-seeking politicians and religious fundamentalists keeping the government in power.

The Sri Lankan government’s strong medicine of choice, to fight the idea of Tamil Eelam, was to unleash violence on the civilian population. From the burning of more than 90,000 books in Jaffna library to politically sponsored riots that saw thousands of Tamils killed on the streets of Colombo.

The conventional wisdom is that most Tamils wanted a separate state for some historic reasons. The fact is that the majority of Tamils were content with life in Sri Lanka until it became clear that the government could not provide the one thing they asked of it; Protection from acts of violence committed by the majority community. From the very first riots of 1956 when nearly a hundred Tamils were killed, the government has made its position clear. No one would be brought to justice for any of the riots if the victim were Tamils. No stone would remain unturned in the search for justice if any Sinhalese were killed in self defence or reprisals.

The burning of the Jaffna Library in 1981 and the island wide riots of 1983 was a watershed in terms of majority Tamil opinion. For the first time Tamils started to realise that the only way they could protect themselves, their family and livelihoods was to have their own state.

Those that could, left the country in droves. Currently nearly a million Tamils live outside Sri Lanka. Those that couldn’t or wouldn’t leave took one of three paths. The majority tried to live quietly and carry on with their lives. Others took up arms to defend themselves and their family. Some worked within the political or media framework to change things for the better.

Those who worked in the media and were critical of the government like author and journalist Sivaram have been dealt with by “white van” abductions and subsequent murder. Those that took up arms ended up in the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam), a force that grew to match the brutality of the Sri Lankan Army.

Following the end of the civil war, the majority of the Tamil civilian population are trying to get on with their lives. But they live as a conquered people – second class citizens in their own country. 

The Jewish people kept the idea of their own homeland alive for millennia before they saw it become a reality. Like the Jews, Tamils all over the world are successfully integrating with their host communities. Many have ventured outside the traditional occupations into journalism, music, film editing, business and politics. The power and influence of this community is growing all the time.

The idea of Tamil Eelam has not gone away. It is currently dormant, mutating and transforming until such time when it will emerge again, stronger and more determined. 

In the meantime the fight for justice for the many tens of thousands murdered in the last days of the civil war continues.
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This collection of short stories is all about good overcoming evil. They are ‘feel good’ stories to warm the hearts of the Tamil Diaspora. 

Some, like ‘Defenders of the Peace’ are based on facts. In 2007, more than a hundred Sri Lankan ‘peacekeepers’ were sent home from Haiti by the UN, for sexual exploitation of underage girls. The riots of July 1983 form the backdrop for ‘Business Angel’. 

Others like ‘The Wall’ and ‘The Defendant’ are pure fiction.

All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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Welikade – the very utterance of this word was enough to strike terror into the heart of any Tamil person. For years, the stories of cruel punishment and torture of political detainees had leaked out. Now Murali was not talking about breaking out, but breaking in to this massive prison, which housed some of the most hardened criminals in Sri Lanka.

I had to admire Murali. Two days ago, we had just managed to escape a rampaging mob intent on killing us, for no other crime than being Tamil. It was thanks to some quick talking by Murali and his fluent Sinhalese that we managed to escape. He had persuaded them that we were just visiting from Singapore and was helped by the fact that we wore western clothing and did not dare say a word that might betray us.

What surprised me was that the police did not try and help us. They stood at the back of the baying mob and did nothing throughout the agonising ten minutes that it took Murali to get us out of the mess. 

We were back at Uncle Sivam’s house in Cinnamon Gardens and were working out how soon we could get out of the country and back to the safety of London when Murali started on about Welikade.

“I just had a call from an old school friend. His old Ayah’s son is a prison guard at Welikade. Apparently 35 Tamil political prisoners were killed by rioting inmates” he said. “These were mostly political prisoners awaiting trial”. 

I have to say that when I had planned to come to Sri Lanka during my summer holidays this was not what I expected. I had been looking forward to sun, sea and catching up with some old friends. Dodging murderous crowds and discussing political murders were not on my list of top things to do while on holiday. Little did I know that it was soon going to get worse.

“We have to do something” said Murali earnestly. “There are many more political prisoners at the prison and more could be killed any day.”

Luckily the rest of us had no stomach for this. We managed to talk him out of this frame of mind and went back to seeing how fast we could get out of Colombo.

“There have been more killings” said Murali, two days later. “Another 18 have been killed today. Apparently most of the warders were given the day off and the prison was running on a skeleton staff.”

We knew what this meant. Someone senior in the government would have given the nod to OK this. What better way to avoid embarrassing trials where allegations of torture would have come out. A simple prison riot with some unfortunate casualties could be quickly swept under the carpet.

Appalling as this was, what did this have to do with us?  None of us had any interest in Tamil Eelam. Most of our parents had emigrated years ago from a country that was fast becoming uncomfortable for us Tamils. Discrimination in education and employment meant that we did not have a level playing field anymore. Political connections, bribery, religion and ethnicity dictated whether you got a good education and a decent job. Better to live as minority in a country that appreciated your skills, as opposed to living as a second class citizen in a country that resented you and was jealous of your achievements.

“Father Joseph is in Welikade” said Murali quietly. 

This had the desired effect on us. If there was any one adult that we all respected it was Father Joseph. He had been an inspiration to us at the youth club he ran. We all loved and respected him.

“He moved north to Jaffna a few years ago” continued Murali. “He was involved in some Ghandian projects with Dr. Rajasunderam. The Government has accused the movement of being a front for Tamil militants and thrown many of the leaders into jail.”

“They killed Dr Rajasunderam today. Father Joseph only managed to survive by breaking the legs off a table and fending off the attackers along with another priest and a Methodist Minister”.

I guess the thought of this peaceful priest forced to fight for his life was the turning point for us. If Dr Rajasunderam, the leader of the peaceful Ghandian movement could be killed, then what were the chances of Father Joseph surviving in Welikade?

Once Murali sensed our mood, he was quick to start making plans. “Gunasene will help us. He is a decent type and detests what he has seen going on”. He was the prison warden that had been Murali’s source.

“Our ally is speed and surprise” said Murali. “With the riots there is a lot of confusion and no one is quite sure what is going on.  We have to make use of this to our advantage.”

Later that night we were ready. A borrowed truck had been painted in army camouflage. Sita had run up four realistic looking uniforms. Authentic looking paperwork had been drawn up in Sinhalese.  

“Leave all the talking to me and Anton” said Murali. I was worried about my courage deserting me. Not talking was certainly not a problem for me, especially with my poor command of Sinhalese.

“Remember, speed and surprise!” was Murali’s last command to us before he drove up to the entrance of the prison in a cloud of dust around 5 o’clock the following morning.

The rest of that morning is still a blur to me. There was a lot of shouting, mostly from Murali. In the outfit of a Major in the Sri Lankan army, this seemed perfectly normal. There was much flashing of paperwork. I sat with Ranjan in the back of the truck hoping that no one was looking too closely at our ‘rifles’ which had been quickly crafted from bits of wood and metal tubing.

After what seemed like an eternity which Murali assured me later was only
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