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Missing in Action

Wake up! It's about time you wake up! Women across the world
have been crying out in the name of feminism. Aboriginal females
have been trying among these females to voice their pain in this
utopian western world, but their voices have disappeared, more-
over buried. At one point or another many of us would have seen
these females to be part of the western mainstream society, me
being part of this group. Its quiet ironic for us to see one of the
most equal societies in the world just disappear under the western
mainstream society. For us to understand this we have to have at
least a modest perspective on their history.

One of the most equal societies in history was altered over night
by men who came in big boats, wanting to establish a utopian
society in the new world. Their job was to extend their empire and
civilize the people of the new world, who they thought were
uncivilized due to their lifestyle, according to their standards. Like
buy one get one free, male superiority came with the materialistic
society. One step further was taken to establish this. The Indian
act was passed in 1876, the law that governed all Indian people
across Canada. Under this law Aboriginal woman who married
Non- Aboriginal men had their Aboriginal status* removed. They
could not live on reserve land, own any property on reserve; they
can not even have their bodies buried on reserve land. *

However if an Aboriginal man married an non-Aboriginal female,
the females will be automatically be granted Indian status. As a

result of such laws many aboriginal female were thrown out of
their homes into a new world they couldn't fully adapt to or
accept. For over 100 years, generation after generation aboriginal
females and their children went on to live a life that didn't fully
belong to the mainstream or the aboriginal society; stranded
somewhere in the middle. The physical, mental and spiritual
affects of changing from a matrilineal society to a fully blown
male dominated society, can not be expressed in mere words.

Like patching up a wound the Canadian government tried to paint
their black spots white in 1985 when bill C-31 was passed.
According to this law the Aboriginal women who lost their status
was allowed to reapply and have their status granted back. But has
this mere change granted these females back their lives? Have
such laws changed the situation of Aboriginal people, especially
Aboriginal women who are worse off than Aboriginal men? Can
we term this era post colonialism, when the affects of colonialism
is still present within us? Has it done any justice?

Considering the materialistic, contemporary world we live in and
how ignorant we are as human beings, it's fairly easy to say every-
thing is fine; see a perfect painting. But in reality justice have not
been served. How can the connection that has been lost for over
100 years be joined again over night? Or Is it right to think "Okay
they got their status back, so everything is back to normal". I mean
we ourselves as Sri Lankan's are displaced and two generation

* Indian status: Who is and who is not an Indian? Since the federal government funds Aboriginal people in Canada, it believes that it gets to decide who is and who is not an Indian. Thus
being an Indian has nothing to do with biology. ancestry. or culture but the legal and political definition. in other words classification of who is and is not an Indian. This classification is

defined in the Indian Act.

* Reserve land: Division of land reserved to particular native bands. These plots of land are under the federal governance. The necessities are provided by federal funds.
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down how many of us will return to Sri Lanka or feel that connec- [
tion and at any given time how many of us will be invited back
with open arms. This was the case with Aboriginal females. Even
though many gained their status back not all were welcomed with
open arms, due to the hard life that was already being faced at
these reserves with limited housing, high unemployment rates and
limited basic necessities.
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Thus being pushed back to square one, back to a society they were
starting to adapt to but again not fully accept. Always holding a
grudge of "What culture, and what community they belong to?"
Many aboriginal females as a result have turned to alcohol and
drugs as the way out. They remain to be victims of high domestic
violence. It would be wrong to say that only women who lost their
status were victims of alcohol, drugs and domestic violence.
Females who have always held on to their aboriginal status and
have lived in these reserves all their lives have become victims as
well; all a result of the strongly established male superiority.

It seems that majority of the females from western nations feel |
superior to females of other developing nation. However, we
females of the western world have to take a look around us. Ask
ourselves where we stand as females. Remember that there are
females like aboriginal females who are in a worse condition than
some females in non-western nations. These females have two
barriers to break, before they come free, the first one being they
are an aboriginal and the second one being they are females in this
male dominated society. Thus aren't we all standing on the same
square. So, it's not just time for mainstream society and men to
wake up but for us females to wake-up too. It's about time we our-
selves wake-up as human beings and clean up the mess in our own
backyards before pointing fingers.

- Kannika -

Digitized by Noolz%dam Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org


http://www.noolahamfoundation.org/
http://www.noolaham.org/wiki/index.php/%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%81%E0%AE%A4%E0%AE%B1%E0%AF%8D_%E0%AE%AA%E0%AE%95%E0%AF%8D%E0%AE%95%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%8D
http://aavanaham.org/

Indra was tired by the time she arrived at the Katunayeke airport.
She has been awaiting this moment ever since she got on the plane
in Toronto. The long transit at London and the twenty-hour travel
to Sri Lanka made her sleepy and home sick. Yet her longing to be
back in a place she well knew, a place so close to her heart, kept
her up beat and going. Although 15 years has passed since she left
Mallavi, she still remembered the smell of her birthplace, the peo-
ple she adored and the simplicity of their lives. The thought of
going to her village tomorrow overwhelmed her with happiness
and with that she walked towards the exit. By the time Indra got
out of the terminal, the sun had risen and the light hit her face. She
got her luggage and walked toward the dark-skinned man who had
a card with her name on it. Must be Mr. Mohanaraj
Sritharalingam, she thought, and tomorrow, he'll be taking me to
Mallavi! With a sigh of relief and a feeling of thousand emotions
she greeted Mr. Mohanaraj, who seriously insisted that she called
him 'Mohan' for they were friends when they were children and he
was no older than she was.

When she was alone at her hotel, Taj Samudra, she couldn't fall a
sleep. She was tired and wanted to sleep, but the beautiful view
from her hotel and the thought of going back to what was once her
every bit of happiness gave her a yearning nostalgia. She wanted
to run through the woods of Mallavi, singing her favourite folk
song, " ey pilla enadi penai summava erunthai?" which was a pop-
ular folk song among young girls at that period of time. Indra
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smiled at the thought of the song,

"Hey child, hey girl

Were you doing nothing?"

"I brushed the teeth of young snakes...

Was 1 doing nothing??

1 pulled the hair out of hen's eggs...

Was I doing nothing..."

She sighed with a sense of loss and longing. She used to run along
the paths of her own imagination, wishing to find her destiny. It's
been so long, she thought, a little too long. The years in Canada
have changed her so much: her thinking, her imagination, or the
lack thereof, her way of seeing things, everything about her has
been restricted or limited. She has grown up into someone who
doesn't know her own roots. This scared her for she was going to
be an outsider at her own home; she was going to be a foreigner
in her motherland. Tomorrow, she will be leaving for Mallavi, the
thought frightened her, yet something inside her made her smile.

¥ ok ok &

Indra was finally going home, but never once did she think it
would be this way that she would come to Sri Lanka. Indra has
always wanted to visit Mallavi, but she kept on putting it off for
one thing or another. But when Professor Mark assigned his stu-
dents of Cultural Anthropology a study on a particular civiliza-
tion; she was certain that she wanted to go to Mallavi and study
their culture- her culture. Indra was excited about this project for
she was going to study where it all started: her birth, her knowl-
edge about life, the learning of her values, morals and culture.
Although, this was her culture she was going to study, Indra prom-
ised herself that she would neither be an outsider nor an insider in
this study. She wanted to feel the culture and understand it. She
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wanted to learn it and study it. But most of all, she wanted to
experience it, for she wanted to tell her children, their children and
their children's children all about her origins.

Indra got up before the crack of dawn and waited for Mohan's
arrival. This waiting to her was unbearable for she wanted to get
on the road right away. She wanted to get to Mallavi, and start her
research right away. She didn't know where to start, yet she knew
that once she got there, every thing would fall into place.

Indra and Mohan left Colombo at seven o'clock in the morning.
They took an airbus to Vavuniya, which took about four hours and
from there they took an Auto, a three-wheeled vehicle to Mallavi.
The auto passed through big forests and signs that warned of land
mines. Fifteen minutes after leaving Vavuniya, the auto stopped at
the army's checking point in which the army men asked them
where they were coming from and what was the purpose to the
visit. Also, they checked their backpacks and other belongings.
After showing the army men her passport and identifying herself
as a Canadian citizen, Indra got on the auto and headed for
Mallavi. Thirty minutes after the army's checking point was the
Tamil Tigers' checking point in which the tigers asked how long
they would be staying and the purpose of their visit. The trip form
Vavuniya to Mallavi took about five hours. The road was bumpy
and the auto kept on jerking; this was all new to Indra, yet it was
wonderful for soon she'll be home. They passed a small wooden
stand that read "Mallavi", this must be Mallavi town, she thought.
The auto passed a two-story building, which was the biggest store
in Mallavi and some more stores and soon reached a big grave-
yard that read " Maveerar Thuyilum Ellam", which Mohan trans-
lated to be " The house of Tamil Freedom fighters who died".
Right after the graveyard was a small hospital that read "Mallavi
Periaaspathri" (Mallavi's big Hospital), Indra's heart skipped a
beat for this was where she was born. She asked the auto driver to
stop and walked inside the place that brought her into this world.
This was a small one-story building that looked like the portables
in Canadian elementary schools. She asked Mohan why it was
called a big hospital, when it really was a small hospital that
lacked many facilities. Mohan being a citizen of this small village
and one of the few educated people there, explained the reason,

" Malllavi as you probably know is a small village consisting of 4
smaller sub-villages or units. 1st unit, 2nd unit, 4th unit and
Mallavi town. Approximately 3000 people live here, yet there is
only one hospital. Although, it lacks many services and equip-
ments to do risky operations. Say for instance a mother needs to
get cesarean done, then she should be advised to go to the Jaffna
hospital which would take her about six hours and if she dies
before that, then that's it. We can't do anything about it because we
are so short in resources. Yet, it's called Mallavi's Periaspathri
because it takes care of many people with very little resources and
technology and simply because this is the ONLY hospital we've
got.."

Mallavi Periaspathri, Indra smiled and looked inside the small
building. I was born here, she thought, and for so many years she
was proud of the fact that she was born into a BIG hospital in a
small village. That was until now, her late realization of the basic
fact that it was the ONLY hospital there. The hospital was located
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in the 4th unit and that's where Indra's relatives lived. The auto
dropped Indra off at her grandparents' house at about eight PM
and Mohan promised to meet her later that week, to take her
around to show her all the historical sites. Even though Indra was-
n't interested in going, she told him she would be delighted. Indra
was most excited about hearing stories from her grandfather and
going to places that she used to love as a child. She opened a small
wooden gate that had beautiful flowers growing over it and from
there, it was a long aisle of walk towards her grandparents' house,
a beautiful walk that is. The sides were filled with flowers, most-
ly jasmine plants. The smell has been so vivid in her memory that
it felt so good to be back home.

* ok ok &

Indra's grandparents welcomed her with open hands. They looked
at her with delight and her grandmother broke in to a tearful
laughter, " Velakari Mathiri vanthidda!" ( You've become like a
White lady!) she said, and hugged her grandchild with so much
love. Indra looked at her ammamma (mother's mother), this tiny
women was Indra's every bit of love and affection. To see her
ammamma wrinkled and fragile brought pain to Indra's heart and
she burst into tears. She was only five when she left her beloved
ammamma, yet she felt so close to her and allowed her to kiss her
and cry. They both cried until they can speak no more and then her
grandmother took Indra into the small but beautiful house to meet
thatha(Mother's father). Thatha looked as tall as always, yet the
elegance that was uniquely his has been long lost with the years.
She ran to him and hugged him as tight as she can for this man,
has been her ideal man; so tall, handsome, loving and deeply log-
ical. Indra couldn't stop crying that night, for everything she
believed to be has changed over the years of her absence. She
thought about ammamma and wondered how she gave birth to
thirteen children. Indra's ammamma was a great woman in 4th
unit for she was the proud mother of ten sons and a daughter.
Ammamma gave birth to two still borns but that didn't disappoint
her for she had eleven other children. Indra's mother was the sev-
enth and the only daughter. Indra thought about her grandmother
and how tiny she was. How did she give birth to thirteen children,
Indra wondered. She worried about ammamma for she was blind
in one eye and even after surgery she still can't see that well.
Indra's thoughts drifted off to thatha, and how masculine he used
to be. Now with old age, he was weak and couldn't walk proper-
ly. But thatha never used to walk perfectly, Indra remembered, he
lost his second and third toes to an ox. He was trying to battle with
the ox and tie it to a pole when it stepped on him. Thatha was a
strong man and even now he looked brave and structured as
always. With these thoughts and the sweet smell of home, Indra
drifted off into a deep sleep.

* ¥ %k %

The next morning, Indra and ammamma woke up early and went
to the well to fetch water and wash up. Indra couldn't watch her
ammamma pulling the rope that was connected to the pail filled
with water, so she took over. Indra's hands were aching form pain
but she kept going for she did not want her grandmother to do it.
Afier washing up, Indra helped her grandmother sweep the front
yard and the house. By the time cleaning was done, her uncle from
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across the street brought milk for them and they made tea. Indra
was not an admirer of tea but for some reason the tea ammamma
made tasted magnificent. When asked, ammamma laughed with
her toothless mouth and explained that it was not like the pack-
aged milk that you get in Canada and that it was fresh off the cow.
Indra remembered her childhood, when she used to milk the cow
at her uncle's cattle field.

Those were the days, she thought and before she can reminisce
about the past, her grandmother gave a cup of tea to take to her
grandfather. While drinking his tea, Muthukumaru (son of pearls)
took a long look at his grand daughter, she was a child when she
left, he thought, and now she is almost tall enough to reach my
shoulders. He smiled at his peythi (grand daughter), as thousand
sensations raced through him. As to distract him from his
thoughts, Indra asked him a question and made sure that it was
loud and clear, for she knew he had a hard time hearing people,

" Thatha, tell me about Mallavi. How did it come about and who
are our ancestors??"

He smiled at his peythi; what a big question coming form such a
small child, he thought. He sat up straight and with a proud tone
of voice told the story of his village.

" Mallavi in the 40's was mostly forests and some small villages
here and there and in the north were farmers who were unem-
ployed because they didn't have good land for farming. Mallavi
was so rich in soil and was practically wasteland with all those
trees, so some of us actually migrated to Mallavi, built little huts
and began cutting the trees and planting things and began farming.
After that, in the 1950's, the government took over and colonized
northern farmers into Mallavi and gave them a little bit of land, as
well as a small house to begin with. Together, we destroyed the
forests that were our government given land and planted wheat
and rice. Then, we destroyed the trees that surrounded our small
house and built bigger houses and planted eggplants, pumpkins,
beans and other vegetables in some part of the 5-acre land around
our house. Besides that, we bought cows, oxen, bulls, goats,
chickens, and other domestic animals and became cattle owners.
Then we dug out wells and built walls around it. Consequently,
the food we ate, the water we drank, the milk, and basic necessi-
ty of life came form our own yard and our hard work. When the
population and the colonization of people in Mallavi increased,
we built a hospital, two schools, a post office, an agricultural
office a milk collecting centre, a market place and so on. We also
built roads to run a bus from Jaffna (a city in Sri Lanka) to
Mallavi. You see Indra, this land is our land of opportunity, it gave
us, farmers, hope and the food we eat and we are very grateful to
this land. Every January 14th , we give our first harvest, the first
milk from the cow, and the first fruits form our trees and the first
vegetables from our garden to this land as a thanking ritual. So
she would give us good fortune in the future. We call it Thai
Ponkal, Thanks giving. A lot has changed in Malllavi, every day I
am marvelled at this land and it's ability. We started off with
forests and now we have houses, people, schools, farms, hospital
and so on. We had axes and small farming equipments, but now
we have tractors and ploughing machines. Every house is filled
with mango trees, jackfruit trees, cattle fields and farms. We are a
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small, close-knit community and we help each other out. Every
one knows every one and most of us are related so we do not have
many crimes such as rape and all those other things that happen in
the developed countries. As far as ancestors go, we had no actual
ancestors, but when we dug up the grounds to build house and
when we destroyed the forests, we found mud pots and statues of
gods and goddesses. This gives us the knowledge that people did
live here before us and they must be our ancestors. However, my
child, we didn't have it easy, we didn't have ancestors passing their
lands down to us. Every muscle in my body contributed to the cre-
ation of this village and every bone in my body will keep giving
to this land until I die..."

Muthukumaru was interrupted, when Katpakam (Goddess of
kindness) called for her grand daughter. Indra hugged her thatha
with affection and ran off in the direction of her ammamma's
voice.

For the next couple of days Indra let ammamma spoil her with the
chicken curries, boiled eggs, fresh mutton curries and all the other
delicious food that were considered luxury. Also, she visited all
her relatives and got to know her cousins, uncles and aunties. She
was surprised at how little she knew about her family and when
they asked her questions she felt like a child again and dwelled in
the moment for she knew it would soon be over.

* ok ok ok

The third day was the most important day in Indra's life; she was
going to her house. She was excited for the first five and the most
happiest years of her life was spent there. She remembered the six
mango trees, which at that time, she thought, were all the mango
trees in the world, twenty or more coconut tress and palmyrah
trees, as well as, other trees and plants. She remembered how they
used to sell coconuts and buy candies with the money and when
amma (mother) found out, they were punished and had to clean up
the front yard. Indra remembered everything like it was yesterday:
like when they used one of the branches of a mango tree as the bus
and tamarind seeds as the bus fare and kundan (Fatty--pet name of
one of Indra's cousins) would shake the branch until they all fell
down with laughter. She remembered the Kooli kudu (house of
the chickens), the bunker where they hid when there was bomb-
ing, their back yard filled with green paddy and the river that flew
behind the paddy field, where she and her sisters used to swim.
Every thing was so vivid in her memory and the thought of going
to the house and sensing its presence all over again made her
happy.

Thatha couldn't walk much faster or further, so they walked slow-
ly and took breaks. Ammamma was yelling at thatha the whole
way, for straining himself and walking but thatha didn't seem to
give a care; he was too happy to walk with his last grand daugh-
ter. Indra was feeling the same; nothing could ruin her day today;
for this was a long awaited event.

When they stopped in front of her house- Indra was shattered.
This cannot be my house, she thought, tears filling up in her eyes
she opened the door. The tigers have taken over the house because
it was not in use for fifteen years. The house was there but every-
thing about it had changed. The kooli kudu had two puppies in it
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and they've built a bigger kooli kudu, in which they had about fif-
teen to twenty chickens and some ducks. The mango tree that they
used as a bus was cut to build the house for the chicken and a tor-
ture bunker to put people who steal, assault or do any other crim-
inal offences. Although they kept the coconut trees and the
palmyrah trees, the house, to her, looked deserted, The flowerbeds
around the house were gone, the little thodi, a big bathtub built
beside the well, that she had swam in was broken down to make a
bigger well. This was not her house, it looked like her house but
it didn't feel like it. She went in to find her room but it was not
there, her bed was gone, her mosquito net was gone; there were
guns and other weapons the she didn't recognize. The people how-
ever, looked friendly and showed the place around. Indra didn't
stay long, she didn't want to stay because she wanted to live with
her memories and staying would make her cry and she did not
have the strength to cry.

* R k ok

Mohan came, after what seemed like ages, and took Indra out to
see sites. Indra insisted on going to Eithiadi pillayaar Kovil,
Temple of Lord Ganesh under a Banyan tree, first. It was her
favourite temple in the world because it wasn't fancy like other
temples, it was just a rock shaped like Lord Ganesh under a
banyan tree. What she loved the most about the temple was the
simplicity of it and the feeling that it gave her. It made her feel
calm and peaceful. Her worries ceased and she felt relaxed. What
is it about this temple that made her feel this way, she did not
know, but this temple and this feeling would always be part of her.
Later, Mohan took her to Paali aru, Old River, it was the most
romantic place she has ever seen and at that very moment, she
promised herself that she'd come here for her honeymoon. The

water was flowing from one destination to another and standing in
the middle, Indra observed the tall trees surrounding both sides of
the water and reflecting in the clear water. Mohan told her it was
actually clean water and that you can actually drink it. Indra was-
n't a risk taker or adventurous but she drank it. It was, by far, the
most tastiest water she has ever drank. She didn't know water can
taste that good and she secretly scolded the great scientist who
discovered water didn't have taste.

Mohan and Indra went through the woods of Mallavi and to
Indra's surprise, he sang her favourite folk song, "ey pilla enadi
pilla....". Indra stopped and looked at him, Mohan smiled mis-
chievously and they both started laughing. They both talked and
walked through the forest until they came to the Paniyara kullam,
water filled pond, and Mohan asked if she remembered. How can
she not remember: she almost drowned. It happened when Indra
was four; her mother put shampoo to her head and told her to wait.
Indra however, didn't want to wait; she wanted to swim like her
sisters so she put her head in the water and before she knew it the
waves pulled her in. She opened her eyes and she saw nothing but
blurriness and she couldn't breathe so she put her hands up and
waved and struggled for the longest time and then, she didn't
know what had happened. Later she found out that her mother
noticed her missing after about ten minutes and when she was
looking for her she saw the reflection and a hand slowly drowing.
Indra's mother panicked and pulled her child out and started
pounding on her chest. Indra smiled, amma knew CPR even
before the developed countries did; the thought made her chuck-
le. Mohan laughed with her and thought about what they used to
wear as children. He thought about Indra and her favourite green
underwear and her mother complaining about her not wanting to
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wear a dress. Lot has changed between them, yet something made
him feel close to her. He marvelled at her excitements when she
sees the places she loved and the way her face shows her disap-
pointments and pain when she sees a place changed or destroyed.
She was a child trying to put pieces together, trying to find her
identity and the meaning of her existence. He was the by passer, a
stranger, who met this bird before it flew back to its destiny. His
thoughts were distracted when something wet touched his face,
four pink lotuses. How fine they smell, he thought. She looked at
him worried, oh Mohan, what has happened to you that you hurt
so much, she thought. As if he read her mind, he got up and point-
ed to a tree. "I will race you!" he said teasingly.

* Kk ok &

Indra said her good-byes to all her relatives and it was time to
leave her motherland. She hugged ammamma and thatha for the
longest time. She didn't know when she would be back and the
thought of never seeing them again overwhelmed her with sad-
ness. Mohan has brought the auto, so she gave one last good-bye
hug to her grandparents and walked towards the wooden gate. The
long walk however, wasn't beautiful anymore. It was in fact a
walk of sorrow, a walk of emptiness and a walk of heartache. She
got on the auto but before it started she got off. She looked at her
grandparents' house one last time and at the moment she wished
she was Lot's wife. She remembered Anna Akhmatova's poem and
with tears rolling down her cheeks she said the words to herself,
Holy Lot was a-going behind God's angel,

He seemed huge and bright on a hill, huge and black.

But the heart of his wife whispered stronger and stranger:

"It's not very late, you have time to look back

At these rose turrets of your native Sodom,

The square where you sang, and the yard where you span,

The windows looking from your cozy home

Where you bore children for your dear man."

She looked -- and her eyes were instantly bound

by pain -- they couldn't see any more at all:

Her fleet feet grew into the stony ground,

Her body turned into a pillar of salt.

Who'll mourn her as one of Lot's family members?

Doesn't she seem the smallest of losses to us?

But deep in my heart [ will always remember

one who gave her life up for one single glance.

- Sathya -
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