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FORWARD
By
The Sri Lanka Indian Community Counelil,

This is an unusual foreward: one written collectively
by the representatives of the Indian Tamil commaunity
in Sri Lanka. The decision to vary the practice of writing
a forward was consciously taken in order to place on
record the people’s gratitude to the services of their
unusual leader.

Our story is very unusual. In Ceylon we enjoyed equal
rights under the British rule but were made virtual poli-
tical outcasts in 1948 through the machination of the
Ceylon Citizenship Act.Most of us were made  political
destitutes; stateless persons, without any basic human
rights. The right of citizenship was stripped from us: the .
right of franchise denied. The story of how our revered
leader Savumiamoorthy Thondaman won us those lost
rights is what this book records.

The story of our leader’s continuous battle to win
for us economic and scocial emancipation is indeed drama-
tic. Many of our forefathers were brought to Ceylon by
deception and inducement to be kept in bondage in the
tea and rubber gardens which they toiled to establish
They were kept securely tied to the tea bush and rubber
trees. They were treated as serfs; traded with the estates
like goods. They were denied all avenues of advance-
ment and were kept the most backward section of Sri
Lankan society. They were paid low; exploited most.
Thondaman had secured for them some relief. The
struggle to obtain more continues.

Thondaman’s personal life is out of the ordinary. He
migrated to Sri Lanka at the age of eleven in 1924 as
heir to immense wealth his father Karuppaiah had
accumulated through hard toil and business prowess.
Thondaman could have lived as Sri Lanka's wealthiest
person by managing that wealth, as his father had
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wished him to do. But he chose the difficult path of
working for the upliftment of his community; his people
That entailed for him many hardships — physical danger
and financial losses. He kept marching along the path
of his choice and had succeeded in getting us
deliverance.

Thondaman’s public life and achievements are
unparalied. He has won for us. his people, a place in the
centre of Sri Lanka’s political arena. He has won for us
respect, a thing denied the last four decades. He
has built for us a strong trade union and political
organisation — the CWC. He has built among us unity,
discipline, a desire toc march forward. He has made us a
people.

The way he achieved it is unique. He put all his
effort on building up a well-knit organisation, the CWC
He used that strength to win his demands. He chose a
democratic path; a non-violent way. He was the master
in the art of negotiation. Accurate timing was just one
weapon in his arsenal.

He has now emerged a national leader above par.
He has saved Sri Lanka twice; in 1978 by helping Presi-
dent Jayewardene and Indian Prime Minisret to conclude
a peace accord and in July 1989, by helping both
countries to shake hands again.

This bock ‘Out of Bondage’, by a respected senior
journalist, is the ring side story of Thondaman’s achieve-
ments. This is the story by one who had reported him
for over three decades; by one who was close to him;
who knew his mind.

‘Out of Bondage’ is now a physical fact and the book

is a literary account of how this came about and makes

a significant contribution to the meager material on the

subject presently available to general reader and the.

interested researcher.

— The Sri Lanka Indian Community Coimci'

Colombo.
3-11-1989.
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A NOTE BY THE AUTHOR

This is the third book on the leader of the Ceylen
Workers’ Congress, Savumiamoorthy Thondaman. The
first was the autobiography. ‘My Life and Times’, released
on March 2. 1988. The second was a biography. “Thalalvar
Thondaman’, by that doyen of Tamil journalists S. T.
Sivanayagam, who in his first chapter enumerated many
areas for future writing. I chose political biography.

I selected this area because political journalism is
my own chosen vocation. I have reported Thondaman
for over three decades. My first interview with him was
on April, 1957, when I was a cub-reporter with the Tamil
daily Thinakaran. I interviewed him on the CWC-DWC
clashes which heaped additional hardships on the down-
trodden estates workers.

The first time I heard Thondaman speak was in 1956,
He was the star speaker at the Federal Party election
meeting heid at the Jaffna town hall,where he
announced his decision to campaign for the Tamil cause.
Till then, he said, he had concentrated on the problems
of estate workers.

Within three years after my first interview I watched
Thondaman take on a national role. He helped the SLFP
break the March 1960 Dudley Senanayake government
and assisted Mrs. Sirima Bandaranaike come to power. He
then moved to the centre of the political stage, helping
the UNP to form governments.

1 was one of the few Lankan journalists who watched
Thondaman steer the plantation Indian Tamil community
out of the left political orbit into which Abdul Aziz had
dragged it. Thondaman drew the community closer to the
UNP, while keeping its political independence. This gave
him and the CWC room to manoeuvre as in November,
1988, when he threatened to bargain with the SLFP.

I had the habit of preserving my notes of the inper-
views with Thondaman. I also kept notes of my meetings
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with Thondaman and the events in which he participat-
ed. I {:oizlected papers clippings of important events
concerning him—and I drew from all these sources for
this pook. For the earlier period I depended on the
autobiography, S. T, Sivanayagam’s biography, interviews
I had with Thondaman in April and May, 1989 and the

f{naterial I coliected from his collegues, most of whom 1
new.

I owe spectal thanks to the followin T :
Thl_runavukkarasu, Minister Thondaman'’s gC(?-eorsgirxllitifg;
O_fflcex: who coaxed me into taking on this project: P,
SlvaraJah, the minister’s Public Relations Officer | Iot:
encouraging, Mrs, Chandrs de Silva of the Daily ’News
for her guidance and aple editing; S. P, Amarasingam for

ins constructive suggestions and my wife for her assis-
ance.

I must also thank the printers Dumindha Erandn
(Pvt.) Ltd. for their able, speedy work: and fo ath .?
Vachikarg, Advertising. ’ + e cover.

August 30, 1989.

T. Sabaratnam,

CHAPTER 1

TWO INTERVIEWS

T begin this narrative with two significant interviews
I had with Thondaman. The first was in 1978, when the
Ceylon Workers Congress was intensely debating President
Jayewardene’s invitation to it to join the government.
The second was ten years later in 1988, the day Parliament
passed the special law to grant citizenship to all stateless
persons.

President Jayewardene’s invitation was made in the
third week of August I met Thondaman on September 4,
the day before the CWC Executive Council meeting. By
that time the decision to accept the invitation had been
taken and the resolution was being drafted to be placed
before the council. I asked Thondaman the reason for
the decision.

“There are many”, he replied, “but the most impor-
tant is President Jayewardene”.

President Jayewardene, he said, was anxious to solve
the citizenship problem and he was the oniy Sinhala
leader sympathetic towards the stateless Tamils. The SLFP
leader, Sirima Bandaranaike, lacked sympathy for the
stateless and had no understanding of the problem.

“Still more important is the fact that President
Jayewardene is the only Sinhala leader with the political
strength and moral courage needed to solve the citizenship
problem. He also knows the political importance of the
Indian Tamil vote. If he happens to be in the opposition
he will never permit the SLFP to grant citizenship and
win over the Indian block vote,

He also explained the bi-polar nature of Sri Lankan
politics and the relative organisational strengths of the
UNP and the SLFP, With the better organisation at its
command the 2UNP in the opposition could play havoc
while the SLFP lacked the capacity for direct action..
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“The SLFP can only issue statements and make
platform speeches. They have no power to biocck any
legislation that President Jayewardene decides to enact”,
he said. Subsequent events proved him correct.

The real problem, he said, was within the UNP. Ii
had its quota of extremists who were blocking President
Jayewardene’s efforts to resclve the ethnic and citizenship
issues. By joining the government he would strengthen
President Jayewardene’s hand  within the cabinet
Thondaman said.

“And another thing”, he said this smiling mis-
chievously; “It’s the UNP which deprived us of our
citizenship and voting rights. We must make the same
UNP give them back to us!”

Thondaman then pointed out the difficulties Presi-
dent Jayewardene and the CWC might have to
encounter, the SLFP and the extremist section of the
Buddhist clergy which would whip up communal feelings.
He recalled the happenings of the 1965-70 Dudley Sena-
nayake period. “Dudley by nature was a timid man. He
casily became upset. J.R. is a different kettle of fish”.

Then he pointed to the fate of the LSSP: “Once you
are in power you tend to lose your base. N. M, (Dr. N. M.
Perera) not onlylost his base but hisimage too. From a
strike leader he became a strike-breaker. He failed to
nurse his base while in power. He used his trade unions
to break strikes and in the process broke his own unions”.

He would avoid the mistake that the LSSP and to
some extent, the Communist Party made, Thondaman said.

“I am joining the government not to be a ‘yes man’
in the Cabinet, I have made this clear to the President.
I wiil be my people’s representative in the Cabinet and
voice their grievances and their needs’.

My second interview with Thondaman was on Novem-
ber 19, 1988, He had just returned from parliament to his
tastefully furnished ninth-floor office of the Rural
Industrial Development Ministry at Kollupitiya. The law
to end statelessness had been enacted that day and I
asked him to describe his feelings. .
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«I feel very, very, very happy”, he said and added:
“Forty years of suffering for my people have ended”.

Suddenly his mood changed. He stared hard at me,
then said: “My people have had to go through really hard
times. Now, at last, they will be able to live with dignity
and honour”.

Afterward. we discussed S. T. Sivanayagam’s
researches which had brought to light many unknown
details of his father’s childhood; and his own researches
and readings which had shed light on ithe early history
of Indian immigration.

His own name Savumiamoorthy was derived from
Sri Savumia Narayana Perumal, the deity of the temple
in Thondaman’s ancestral village. Muna Pudur, now a
prosperous agricultural hamlet in Pasumpon district,
earlier known as Ramnad. This temple and its reigning
deity occupy a central place in Thondaman’s life and
that of his family.

It was at this temple that Karuppaiah, Thondaman’s
father, prayed one morning in the year 1873 before setting
out to Sri Lanka, known then as Ceylon, with Maruthap-
pan Kankani, Karuppaiah was then known as Kumaravel,
the name given by his parents. He was then 13 years old.

Karuppaiah joined Maruthappan’s ‘gang’ without the
knowledge of his parents. The people of his village said
he had run away. He was one of the many men and boys
who attended the meeting arranged by Maruthappan
Kankani, who had returned to his village on holiday,
after a stint one a coffee estate in Gampola.

Maruthappan told them that he had been asked by
his employer, a white ‘dorai’, to bring back some workers
— then called ‘coolies’ — to work on his estate. The wages
were good and accommodation would pe provided, he
promised.

Look at me. I went to Ceylon and I am doing well
now. You also can be like me if you come with me”, he
said.

Karupp-aiah stood up. “Can small boys like me come
too”, he asked.
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Of course. Small boys are welcome”, Maruthappan
replied. :

“Then take down my name sir”’, Karuppalah said.

So Maruthappan Kankani took down Karuppalah’s
name. Many others joined him.

There was no difficulty in those days about recruiting
work gangs for foreign lands. A prolonged drought in many
parts of Madras state had ruined agriculture. Many proud
and once prosperous families had been reduced to penury.

Families were fleeing the villages in waves to the towng
and to foreign lands, in search of food and employment.
They went to neighbouring Ceylon where people were
needed to clear the forests and prepare the land for plant-
ing coffee. They went also to Burma, Malaysia, Fiii,
Mauritius, South Africa and even to the far off West Indies,

To all countries including Ceylon they were recruited
under the arrangement called‘ the ‘indenture system’.
Under this system, introduced by the British Indian
government to minimise the abuses connected with
recruitment labour contractors were permitted to recruit
workers on contract for a specified period. The worker
was bounded to his employer for an ayreed period on a
fixed wage and provided free abode, medical care and
certain other amenities. The worker was liab'e to be
punished for breach of contract if he deserted his emplo-
yer, either to return to India or join other estates.

The ‘indenture system’ was not popular in Ceylon
because there was a free flow of labour from Tamil Nadu,
especially frrom the Ramnad. Tinnavelly, Tiruchirapally,
Salem, and Arcot districts. This was for two reasons: the
close proximity of India and Ceylon and the development
of the kankani system.

A kankani was an enterprising migrant labourer with
the organisational flair to collect a ‘gang’ of 40 or 50
labourers under him. He was a father figure, leader of
his group, who looked after their welfare. He normally
recruited his ‘gang’ from among his relatives and friends
in his village. This gave the ‘gang’ unity and g common
interest. This system enabled British planters to tap an
easy source of labour and freed them frem the worrisome
burden of conforming to the British Indian government's
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Iabour ordinances. The Madras officials and the Govern-
ment of Ceyion did not interfere. ,

The kankani system also gave scope for exploitation.
The kankani soon emerged as a money lender and
workers under him became eternal debtors. This lender-
borrower relationship kept the workers tied to the
kankani and his estate. Labourers were not free to switch
estates unless they settled their debts with the kankani.

Maruthappan, though a kankani did not recruit under
the kankani system. He recruited Karuppaiah and others
as casual hands who were engaged by the estate when
there was additional work such as clearing, planting nr
weeding. The estates preferred this because they were not
bound to give the accommodation or the other facilities
that went with the contract. Also, they could be paid less
than the legal wage. The workers benefited too as they
enjoyed the freedom to switch estates and were free to
return to their villages in India whenever they desired.

Maruthapan explained all this to his countrymen,
most of whom were his relatives. The decision, he said,
was entirely theirs. He was only offering them an oppor-
tunity, .

“Some of you can rise, like me, to be a kankani.
One or two can even get rich like Muthaiah”, he added.

Muthaiah was a retail trader who owned two retail
shops, one in Gampola and the other near the coffee
estate on which Maruthappan worked. He had returned
to Muna Pudur with a lot of money and fancy goods.
His family was prosperous. Karuppaiah had seen his
children, well dressed and fondly indulged.

Karuppaiah kept his decision secret. He did not even
tell his mother whom he adored. He did not speak about
it to his friends. On the fifth morning after the meeting
he went to Thirukosdiyur temple and worshipped there
He was overcome by emotion and wept. He knew he was
taking a gamb.e. Like some of his relatives who had gone
to Ceylon earlier, he might die of disease on the way or
be killed by wild animals.

But he had made up his mind.
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I'l] toil, I’ll earn, I'll return a rich man”, he vowed.
“My Gcd, help me achieve this”.

That evening Muna Pudur village hummed with {he

news that Karuppaiah had run away.

The gang of forty, which included some women,
walked from Muna Pudur to Thondi, an ancient port, and
took a bote to Pampan. From there, they walked again
to Mandapam, where they completed the gquarantine
procedures. From Mandapam, they took a larger boat to
Pesalai, in the Mannar district. The boatman charged 25
cents per passenger. Maruthappan paid the fare for all.

Muthaiah, the more prosperous, took ‘a different.
route. He went to Madurai and took a train to Tuticorin
and sailed by a steamer to Cclombo, paying a fare cof
three rupees, a lot of money in those days. He then
travelied from Colombo to Gampola by train. The train
service had been extended to Gampola early that year—-
1873.

Maruthappan’s froup started walking from Mannar
to Gampoola early the next morning. They followed the
usual route of Indian migrant labour from the early
1810s. It was called the vada pathai, meaning the
northern road. ,

They passed through Uyllankulam, Murugan, Kompa-
raichakulam Vannai Kallu, Chettikulam, Mankulam,
Madawachchiya, Rambawa, Mihintala, Dambulla and
reached Matale on the eighth day.They camped that.
night at the Matale Muthumariamman temple and the
next night at the Kandy Piliayar temple. They reached
Gampola on the tenth day.

Karuppaiah had enjoyed the trip immensely. Later
in life, he related stories of that adventure......... How a
woman fell ill and had to be carried over 16 kilometres
to an ambalama before a doctor could treat her He recalleg
the rough voyage where almost all but he became violent-
ly sick. He laughed heartily, remenbering how they ran
when they saw a herd of wild elephants and fled.

In Gampola they went straight to Muthaiah’s shop.
He received them with affection asking them ta stay the
night. They could start . for Maruthappan’s estate the
next morning,
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He wanted Karuppaiah to be with him, “I want to
train you in business”, Muthaiah said.

Karuppalah did not like that idea. He wanted to go
with the others to the estate. But Muthaiah insisted he
had to stay. He could go to the estates in his bullock
cart with his wares.

“You will be going to many estates, not one”,
Muthaiah said.

Karuppaiah fell for that bait. He knew that he had
to obey Muthaiah in any case. He was a distant relative.

Muthaiah, however did not treat him as a relative
He was harsh. He made him work long hours. He used
him as g servant. Karupoaiah had to keep awake till
Muthaiah returned from his shop. He was assaulted if
he was found to have fallen asleep. Karuppaiall finally
solved that probiem by sleeping at the front door, waking
at the first knock. This earned him Muthaiah’s goodwill
and he was promoted to a sales boy in the shop.

It was Muthaiah who gave the name Karuppaiah to
Thondaman’s father. His parents had named him Kuma-
ravel, but Muthaiah did not care for the name. “From
today I will call you Karuppan”, Muthaiah ordered one
day and Xaruppan he was called thereafter. As he grew
up and began trading the name became Xaruppaiah
Pillai. The ‘Pillai’ part of the name earned him credit-
worthiness.

How long Karunpaiah worked with Muthaiah is not
clear. The exact dates or even years of Karuppaiah’s
life are obscure. Even the year of his birth and the year
he migrated to Ceylon can only be determined by exter-
nal evidence. But the exact dates and years are not
important to this story.

When Karuvvaiah left Muthaiah s service he joined
Gordon Estate in Kadugannawa at a daily wage of 13
cents. It could have been the year 1875.

That was the time of the coffee boom. Coffee had
been planted since the 1830 and in 1861 Ceylon exvorted
a record crop. Gordon Estate had also pianted coffee and
was doing well financially, That gave Karupvaiah ian
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opening. He rounded up a ‘gang’ of worfers and became
its chuef, a kankani. ) :

The kankani played an important role in the estate
administrative system. He ensured the attendance of the
workers in his ‘gang’, supervised them, calculated their
wages,, Supplied their essential commodities and
looked after their welfare. The kankani also served as the
link between the estate superintendent and labour.

There are many stories about Karuppaiah during
this period. He was a handsome man, with a pleasant
disposition. He was strict, but humane. It was said he
once found that a woman picker in his ‘gang’ was unable
to get her minimum daily poundage. He found that she
was ill and persuaded the other pluckers to give her a
handful of their pickings so that she could fulfil the
minimum requirement. By such humane qualities he won
the hearts of the labourers. He won friends in all walgs
of life and he also had reputation of being a ‘ladies’
man. He was said to have raised a family when a3
Gordon Estate.

The deadly coffee blight, which first appeared in
1869, spread to Gordon Estate around 1879. By the next
year, 1t had destroyed the entire plantation. Karuppaiah
lost his job and joined Attabage Estate. It was his worss
pericd. He was almost a broken man.

The turnaround came ten years later. He decided te
quit the place of continued misfortune and go elsewhere
He chose Nuwarg Eliya and set out on his journey.

A barber crossed his path. People consider ‘the
barber an ill omen; but the barber observing Karuppaiah’s
dejected mein asked him where he was going.

“I'm going to Nuwara Eliya to find a job”, Karup-
paiah replied.

“Dorai, T heard that they were looking for a good
kankani at Wavendon Estate, in Ramboda”, the barber
told him.

Karuppaiah went there and got the job. So the barber
had turned out to be a good omen after all. That
happened in 1890. From then it was a meteoric rise. He
soon became a head kankani in charge of the labour of
seven estates in the Ramboda range including Dunnasi-
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nine. He got up at 4 @ym. every day, walked a.ll the
estates to check the labour turn-out and §uperv1se thf
work of the sub-kankanis. He returned to his room at 7

p.m. exhausted.

is hard work was well rewarded. He collected a
big packet of ‘pence money’ — fou_r cepts per worker,
every day. That money he investeq in dlversg venpures.
He bought bullock carts and organised a retail b‘,us.mess,
of household goods, he started a ‘transport agency’ under
the name V.EKR. to carry tea caskets to Colombo and
bring back groceries; he also ran a freight:, forward%ng
agency. And he did not neglect the traditional side-line

of money lending.

While busy making money he also became involved
with a woman named Kathirayi. He married her and had
children by her; but his people at Muna Pudur refused
to recognise the marriage. He was ordered to marry from
his own Kallar caste. Kathirayi was of a different stocl;.
Karuppaiah finally consented and married Sithammai,
Thondaman’s mother. That was in 1903.

Karuppaiah’'s marriage was a big event in the village.
Dressed like a king, the bridegroom rode a white horse.
specially hired, to the bride’s house. The couple returned
to the bridegroom’s house in a richly decorated horse-
drawn cart. It was a glamourous event. The people of the
area talked about it for years.

The eldest child was a daughter. Thirumal, born in
1905. 'The child died. But it was after her birth that
Karuppaiah bought Wavendon Estate, and became the
first native to own an estate in the Nuwara Eliya district.

Thirumal, he believed, had brought him luck.

Wavendon Estate was the property of an absentee
owner. Miss Owen, who lived in England. Karuppaiah,
who by then had amassed considerable wealth, bought it
in 1909 for Rs. 75.000. It was a large tract of land .
reaching upto the high hill tops where Protoft and
Poojagoda estates are now situated. At that time only a
small extent of land was under cultivation. Coffee was
being gradually abandoned and tea was only beginning.
The bulk of the land was uncultivated.

A year after he bought Wavendon, Xaruppaiah
returned to Muna Pudur and stayed four years. He built
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a platial house, complete with audience hall. to fulfil the

vow he took the day he left for Ceylon. He wanted to
restore the ‘family glory.’

Four children were born in those years at Muna
Pudur — three girls and the youngest a son, born on
August 30, 1913. That boy was Savumiamoorthy, whom
his mother fondly called Mathavan; and Mathavan he
was in his young days, in school and everywhere. It was
only when he travelled to Ceylon that his birth name
was unearthed and he was known by that name Savumia-
moorthy during his first eight years in Ceylon It was
after his marriage that he took the clan name Thonda-
man — the clan that ruled parts of Ramnad district and
had established links with Jaffna. Only one of his
sisters survived: Adhiladsmi.

Karuppaiah returned to Wavendon soon after Thon-
daman’s birth and did not go back to his village for
seven years. He planted tea in the entire estate. He also
acquired the Tawalakanda division and planted tea there
too. He also concentrated on trade and transport. In those
seven years Karuppaiah built himself up into a rich and
influential planter-trader.

Thondaman was seven years old when his father
returned again to Mung Pudur. He had grown into sturdy.
mischievous boy and was attending a local Tamil school,
founded a few years earlier. Father and son developed a
strong attachment When Karuppaiah prepared to return
to Wavendon, Thondaman clung to him.

Karuppaiah wanted to take Thondaman with him
to Ceylon, but Sithamai, the mother, would not agree.
He was too young, she pleaded.— She also had misgivings
about Karuppaiah’s wife in Ceylon, Kathirayi, and her
people. She feared they might harm the boy.

On the day Karuppaiah left for Ceylon he asked
Thondaman what present he wanted.
“I want to study”, Thondaman said.

“I'll call for you after I go and send you to a good
school” the father promised.

It took four more years for that call to come That
memorable journey changed the course of Thondaman’s

life, that of his family, the history of the Indian Tamils.

of Ceylon and of Ceylon itself.
— 10 —

CHAPTER 2

THE WELCOME SPEECH

Thondaman came to Ceylon shortly after his
eleventh birthday, in 1924. It was an emotional experien{:e-
He was parting from his mother who had clung to him
all these years, to join a father whose affection he hal
experienced only briefly. He was leaving the somewhat
arid, warm, rice-farming environment thaiwas his
home, for a humid, hilly plantation. But he was not’
afraid. He was a boy and he was delighted. It was an’
exciting moment when he received the quarantine form
from his father. That would enable him to travel without
being detained for a week at Mandapam camp. It was
the first document that bore the name Savumiamoorthy.’
And so was he called until he %ook his clan name In
1932, soon after his marriage.

It was after the Dipawali festival that Thondaman
left his native village Muna Pudur for Ceylon. He tra-
velled by train to Dhanuskodi, accompanied by a relative
and crossed the Gulf of Mannar by a steamer. From
Mannar he took train to Polgahawela from where he
travelled by the Badulla train to Gampola. His father,
Karuppaiah, was at the station to receive him. .

From Gampola he was driven by car to Ramboda,
seated at the rear with his father. It was his father’s
car, bought from a British planter. The steep and winding
;'oads made Thondaman feel giddy, Suddenly, he vomit-,
ed.

His father was annoyed. He shouted at the driver
to stop. He scolded Thondaman: “You have dirtied the
car. ¥ bought it from a white ‘dorai’.” His admiration
and respect for the white man was reflected in the way
he uttered the word ‘dorai’
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Ramboda fascinated Thondaman. He roamed the hills,
pathed in the rivers and waterfalls, walked with his
father from division to division, admiring the manicured
green carpet of tea. It was a noval experience and he
enjoyed it thoroughly. He got the feel of the place and.
got to know the basics of his father’s work.

A few weeks after acclimatisation, Thondaman was
admitted to the ‘estate school’ at Wavendon. It was &
room behind the estate office, where the children of the
estate staff and kankanis were gathered daily. The head
cletk was the teacher. In between his normal work and.
whenever he found time, he taught them to read, write
and add. Thonddaman went to that estate shcool tor
three years.

Karuppailah’s influence had spread far and wide in
the Nuwara Eliya district. He did business with leading
Colombo firms and the ‘white dorais’ on other estates.
and with government offices. He realised that his
ignorance of the English language was a great handi-
cap. His son  should not suffer such a difficulty. He
decided to admit Thondaman to St. Andrew’s College
Gampola. ‘ i

There were two problems, First, Thondaman was
overage; he was 14. Secondly, the college Insisteq on a
minimum qualification for admission: a pass in the third
standard. An exemption was allowed only if a student
brought a certificate of competence from a recognised
school teacher. Thondaman was sent to one such teacher
who coached him in three months.

Thondaman was at St. Andrew’s for five years, from
1927 to 1932, At the start he travelled daily from Ram-
boda by car, with his cousin Mathavan. Karuppaliah
decided it would be better if the two boys resided at
Gamppla. The time they spent daily on the roads could
be gainfully used. So he started a business at Gampola
but it failed. He lost a fortune in that venture.

Every Friday Thondaman went to Wavendon and
returned to Gampola on Monday morning. He travelled
up and down in the lorries that plied regularly on the
Nuwara Eliya road. During the days he was at Waven-
don he worked with his father.
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One of his duties was to go through the accounts.
The c¢ay’s account had to be balanced beforg he was
permitted to go to bed. Thondaman leariat his account-
ing from his father, the hard way, One night, then h‘e
was 17 years old, Thondaman went through the day’s
accounts at Wavendon and found a cash shortage of one

cent.

“Go through it again and find how that happened,”,
his father thundered. He went through it again. The
shortfall remained. He had to go through the whole
mass of figures a third time to discover the source of

that shortfall.

As boys always do, Thondaman soon mastered the
art of managing such situations. He carried a few cents
with him and when a slight shortfall occurred slipped
his own money into the cash box!

This training ingrained in Thondaman the habit of
being careful with money. In 1950, when he was a mem-
ber of the first parliament, he entered a London hospital
for a throat operation. The operation was over and the
doctors had warned him not to talk. A nurse announced
that there was a telephone call from Colombo. It was
from his wife, Kothai. It was difficult to get overseas
calls in those days, so Thondaman decided to answer the -
call. He told his wife to be brief and asked her to hand
over the receiver to others who had gathered there, He
talked in those three minutes to seven people, including
the President of the Ceylon Indian Congress, S. Raja-
lingam! -

Thondaman was also trained by kis father to be very
careful about investments and never to take anything
that was not his due. In the London  hospital, during
the time of his throat operation, he also got his eyes
examined. The doctor prescribed a pair of spectacles and
ordered them under Britain’s National Health Schemse
Thondaman declined to accept it and bought outside for
10 pounds.

After his discharge from the hospital he bought
himself three pairs of waterproof shoes. When the British
press asked him why he told them: “These shoes are very
costly in my country. I bought them to walk about my
estates.”
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One day, while he was chairman of the Public Accounss,
Committee, Thondaman told me that some public corpo-
rations and government departments did not maintain
proper accounts and millions of rupees went unaccounted.
“Every time I notice such things I think of the sleepless
hours I spenti tracing that one cent”, he said.

It was in 1927, the year Thondaman joined St.
Adrew’s, that Mahatma Gandhi visited Ceylon. The
visit was organised by the Nagarathar Society of Colombo
an organisation of the Nattukottai Chettiars, at that
time a powerful financial community. Mahatma Gandhi
addressed meetings in Colombo, Kandy and Jaffna.
Thondaman was at school and did not attend any of
them. But he read all the Mahatma’s speeches in the
Tamil papers. .

. Thondaman had been drawn to Mahatma  Gandhi

even when he was a boy at Muna Pudur. His teacher
there was a follower and at family gatherings Gandhi
was the main subject of conversation. The Tamil papers
in Tamil Nadu were full of stories about him and Thon-
daman devoured them all. Even after coming to Ceylon
he got the papers down from India.

Gandhiji’s message of non-violence and stright and
simple living impressed the young Thondaman. He was
particularly struck by what Gandhiji had said on Novem
ber 13 at the Gintupitiya Hall: “You who are traders in
this rich country are bound to be truthful, straight and
friendly with the local people. The people here are going
to form their opinion of the millions of Indians from the
manner you deal with them. So your behaviour should
be fair and free of fault.

Thondaman was impressed also by the Kandy speech
in which Gandhiji had appealed to the ‘great planters’
. to consider themselves the trustees not only of the body
but the soul of their labourers, and asked them fo take
a personal interest in the lives of their workers.

And he was deeply influenced by the Baghvad Geetha,
its coneept of doing one’s duty even if it meant destroy-
ing one’s own relatives and friends, as preached by
Lord Krishna to Arjuna. His life, his character and
later the struggles he led were moulded by these historic
and legendary characters: Gandhiji and Lord Krishna.
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The Indian independence movement was gathering
momentum and the Indian stalwarts, Jawaharlal Nehru
Rajaji, Kamaraj, Moulana Abdul Kalam Azad, Vallabal
Patel captured the immagination of the young man as
they did so many millions like him. He got the sister
to post him the Tamil papers published in Karaikudi and
kept track of the sweep of events in India. He was in
high demand in school and many students sought him
out to borrow those papers. Discussing Indian politics
was not taboo at St. Andrew’s although teachers
frowned upon students who talked about local happen-
ings. It 'was at that time Pasumpon Muthuramalinga
Thevar and Rabindranath Tagore visited Ceylon. Thonda-
man was attracted by their speeches. .

Karuppaiah never suspected Thondaman’s inclina-
tions. He had different ideas for his son. In 1930 he fell
sick- often. He began to feel he could not endure the
strenuous daily routine much longer. He decided his son
should marry and take over the management of the
family estates and business ventures. After all, he, Karup-
paiah, had reached the age of seventy and Thondaman
had grown into a sturdy youth,

Thondaman’s was an arranged marriage — arranged
by his mother Sithammai and his sister Adhilakshmy.
They chose Kothai, a fair and dainty girl, daughter of
a respectable family from the adjoining village, Kanda-
ramanikkam.

In keeping with tradition, Thondaman’s sister tied
the ‘thali’ round Kothai’s neck; and thus Kothai becam>
the wife of an absentee husband. The marriage took
place in 1932. Thondaman was with his wife in Muna
Pudur for a little over a year. In that time, 1933, his
only son, Ramanathan, was born.

Thondaman returned to Wavendon in 1933, leaving his
wife and son behind in Muna Pudur. At Wavendon, a -
massive task awaited him. His father’s health was failing.
Thondaman spent most of his time managing the estate
and the business. He also travelled twice to Muna Pudur
to be with his wife and son. These were also the years
when he was steadily drawn into politics.

There was, at that time, an organization named
the Gandhi Seva Sangam in Hatton. Youths like Raja-
lingam and Vellayan were active members. They once
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approached - Thondaman, a rich youth with Gandhian
leanings, to attend their meetings. Thondaman was reluc-
tant, but persuaded by the affable Rajalingam to attend.
He knew he would wound his father’s feelings, if he
dabbled in politics. Karuppaiah was adamant that his
son should keep out of politics. So the invitation was
accepted in stealth.

A resolution was passed at that meeting calling upoa
the government to take steps to alleviate the hardships
of immigrant labourers.

There was yet another organisation, called the Bose
Sangam, formed by the supporters of Subas Chandra Bose.
Thondaman attended some of ifs meetings too.

Late in 1938, Karuppaiah fell seriously ill. He was
confined to his room. Early every morning, an employee
had to read the Tamil papers to him and Thondaman
had to ask him not to read out the reports of his speeches
He knew his father would be pained that his heir was
dabbling in politics.

By 1939, Karuppaiah’'s health deteriorated further.
He wished to have his daughter-in-law Kothai and grand-
son Ramanathan with him. They were brought to Lanka
early in 1939.

Karuppaial died in 1940. That was also the year,
Thondaman  was elected chairman of the Gampoia
branch of the Ceylon Indian Congress. Two friends D.
Ramanujam and K. Subbaiah had called at his Wavendon
home one evening. They told him they wanted to form a
pranch of the Ceylon Indian Congress at Gampola and
invited him to be present. At the meeting Thondaman
was proposed for chairman.

It came a shock to him. He was hesitant; buf
Ramanujam pressed him to accept it. Thondaman asked
tor time. He told them he wanted to consult elders. The
next morning he went to Kandy and met with P. Raja-
priyar, a leading social worker and a family friend.

Rajapriyar told him: “Young man, take it......... some
of us fight to get such positions......... we go after such

jobs......... you are being offered it on a plate. Take it”.
Thondaman did so. I
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“That was one of the ~most -difficult decision X
had to take in my life”, Thondaman now recalls. It was
difficult because I was being pulled in opposite directions”.
At one end was the influence of his father who insisted
that politics waw strictly for the masters, [the British-

At the other was his natural concern for'the welfare
of the workers. His interest in the downtrodden came
from his mother, who wa: always kind to the pror and
the sick and had gol Thondaman to feed them when-
ever poor men visited their house at Munga Pudur. His
interest in politics he inherited from his clan, many of
whom joined Mahatma Gandhi’s independence struggle.

Thondaman became aware of the abject poverty in
which the Indian Tamil labour lived only after he came
to Wavendon. He was not permitted to visit the line
rooms and was strictly forbidden to play with the
labourers’ children. The estate school he studied for the
first three years was not open to the children of labourers.

During the five years he studied at St. Andrew’s, he
learnt more about the problems of Indian immigrants in
Cevlon and the Indian independence struggle, The boys
used to exchange the Tamil newspapers and magazines
they got form India and one day his friend gave him a
paper with a poem by Kavignar Bharathi. Thondamaa
was so moved by it he memorised it. He recited it to his
friends. Mahatma Gandhi’s visit in 1927 and the elections
to the State Council in 1931 fuelled Thondaman’s interest
in politics.

The 1931 election was the first in Sri Lanka under
adult franchise, introduced under the Donoughmore
Constitution. Two Indian Tamils won seats in that elec-
tion: S. P. Vythilingam at Talawakelle and Peri Sundaram
at Hatton. On the votes of Tamil plantation workers a
FEvrovean planter. A. Gorden Fellows, was elected to the
Bandarawela seat.

Thondaman did not play any active part in that
election, though he followed it with interest. It gave him
the opportunity to acquaint himself with the historical
develonment of Indian representation in Ceylon’s legisla-
ture Ceylon had become a Crown colony in 1802 and a
leoislative council of sixteen members was established in
1833, on the recommendation of the Colebrook Commis-
slon. Of these members nine were officials and six non-
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officials, comprising three Europeans one Sinhalqse, ons
Tami and one Burgher. The council had no financial

pOWer.

The Planters’ Association which was started in the
1830s and the merchants wanted a bigger share in the
country’s administration, so that they could prod the
executive to build roads and railways linking the estates
to Colombe. It was they who agitated for a non-official
majority and for financial power to the legislative
council. In 1848 and 1855 they demanded that the
number of non-official members be increased becausc
they were dissatisfied with the appropriation granted for
the construction. and maintenance of roads.

In 1859 they revived the demand, angered at the

collapse of government plans to build the railway from
Colombo to Kandy. This led Sir Arthur Gordon to add

a Kandyan and a Muslim to the unofficial members, -

making eight in all. The number of official members
was also raised from 9 to 11.

It was around 1900 that the middle-class which had
emerged in the island last quarter of the nineteenth
century, began to assert itself. The political awakening
that had swept India was the motive force. The new
Ceylonese nationalism began to agitate for political reform.
This resulted in the strengthening of non-official mem-
pers in the council and in 1912, the introduction of the
elective principle.

The legislative council was expanded to 21 members,
eleven of whom were officials, the balance ten non-offi-
cials. Four of them were elected: European urban, Euro-
pean rural, Burgher and Educated Ceylonese- The
Educated Ceylonese member was Sir Ponnambalam.

It was the legislative council of 1924 that made
provision for the first time for Indian Tamil representa-
tion. The council, which consisted of 12 official members
and 37 unofficial members had 23 elected on a ferritorial
basis and eleven on a communal basis. Of the eleven
communal representations Europeans had three (urban,
rural and commercial) the Western Province Ceylon Tamils
one, Burghers 2, Indians2 and Muslims 3.

The franchise was confined to make British subjects
aged 21 years, able to read and write English, Sinhalese
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or Tamil; who had resided 1in the electoral district and
who enjoyed a clear annual income of not less than
Rs. 600, or had other property qualifications.

This restricted the franchise to about 4% of the
people. The actual number of voters in the country were
205, 081, of which only 12,901 were Indian Tamils. Most
of them were kankanis and other minor estate staff.

Ignatius Xavier Pereira and S. K. Natesa Iyer were
the two Indian representatives. Natesa Iyer had been in
the legislature council earlier too. He succeeded S. R.
Mohamed Sultan, the fresh Indian nominated to the
legislature council of 1920. Sultan died a year later,

The plight of the Indian Tamil labour was first high-
lighted in 1913 by Ponnambalam Arunachalam younger
pbrother of Sir Ponnambalam Ramanathan. Unlike
Ramanathan, who referred derogatively to the Indian
Tamil immigrants as “Tamil estate coolies, Arunachalam
launched a campaign against the Indian labour ordin-
ances which, he said, were the main cause of the workers*
low wages and poor living conditions. In 1916 he argued
that the poor and ignorant workers should be protected
from the “cupidity and tyranny of unscrupulous recruitors
and bad employers”.

Earlier ordinances enacted by the British-Indian
government were intended to facilitate the hire
and retention of workers by the planters. Even the ordi-
nance of 1865, a consolidation of a series of ordinances
beginning in 1841 and ending in 1863, were intended to
keep the labourer tied in debt to the kankani and the
estate.

These ordinances failed to stop labourers bolting from
one estate and joining another, or kankanis transfering
their gangs From 1865 a series of ordinances were Dpro-
claimed to end this practice. The result was the infamous
Tundu System, originally known as the Tin Ticket
System.

Under the Tin Ticket System, introduced in 1889, the
coolies who were brought from India were first taken to
a camp at Ragama and each of them issued a tin ticket
stamped with consecutive individual numbers, the estate
number and the district letter. They were then sent by
train to the station nearest the estate and the transport
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charge was collected from the estate through the kach-
cheri,

To the kankanis who went to the coast of Mannar to
receive the labourers, un tickets were issued in buik. The
individual numbers stamped on the tin tickets were
entereda in the check roll against the name of each worker.

The Tin Ticket System introduced a new type of
servitude which Arunachalam opposed. The emergence
of Indian nationalism at the same time exerted pressure
on the British-Indian government to safeguard the inte-
rests of emigrant labour. The result was the enactment
of the Indian Immigration Labour Ordinance in 1923,
which abolished the Tin Ticket System and the Minimum
Wages (Indian) Labour Ordinance in 1927, which fixed the
minimum wage.

It was at this time and in this setting that K. Natesa
Iyer, a Tanjore Brahmin who worked as a government
clerk in Madras and was brought to Ceylon in 1920 to edit
a Tamil newspaper, Thesa Nesan, published by Arunach:-
lam and Dr. E. V. Ratnam, both executive members of the
Ceylon National Congresscreated a stir. Natesa Iyer joined
A. E. Goonesinghe’s Ceylon Labour Union and quickly rose
to be its vice-president.

A large number of Malayalis and Indian Tamils were
working then Colombg harbour and other government and
private undertakings in the capital. Natesa Iyer, a power-
ful Tamil orator, brought them under the Ceylon Labour
Union. From 1925 he took an interest in Indian planta-
tion labour and wanted to organise them under the Ceylon
Labour Union. Being watched by the police who branded
him a communist and an agitator, he visited the estates
dressed as a cloth merchant.

In the legislative council he agitated for better work-
ing conditions for harbour, industrial and plantation
workers. Outside he urged plantation workers to join Goone
singhe’s union. He played an important role in the 1927
harbour strike, where he led Indian immigrant labour.
When the government brought blacklegs from India,
Natesa Iyer persuaded them not to work.

But Natesa Iyer realised, in dismay and disappoint-
ment that Goonesinghe was swiftly sliding into the Sinhala
Maha Sabha founded by S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike, which
was emerging as an alternative to the Ceylon National
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Congress—from which platform Arunachalam, the Sena-
nayake brothers (F.R. and D.S.) and Razik Fareed were
agitating for political reforms. )

Natesa Iyer quit the Ceylon Labour Union in 1928,
disgusted by Goonesinghe’s anti-Indian campaign
Goonesinghe blamed the Indians for all the country’s
ills. He blamed them for the growing unemployment
among the educated Sinhalese. He overlooked or ignored
the actual causes: the global economic recession and the
failure of the colonial government to create new oppor-
tunities of employment. Goonesinghe prescribed a short
cut solution: “Deport the Indians”.

From then on Natesa Iyer devoted himself to the
cvause of estate labour. He formed the All Ceylon Estate
Labour Federation, with the headquarters in Hatton. He
launched a short-lived English language journal, “The
Indian Estate Labourer”. and published many pamphlets

espousing this cause.

He failed to make much progress because he adopted
an urban approach to a purely plantation problem. He
also failed to identify himself with the life of the estate

worker because his own background was completely

different. He could only identify himself with the estate
worker intellectually.

¢

Besides, the Indian community failed to realise the

strength of the emerging Sinhala communalism till the

closing years of the thirties. The introduction of univer-

sal franchise and the evolution of the system of majority

rule since 1931 had cconcentrated power in Sinhala
leadership.

The first State Council was constituted in July 7. 1931
under the Donoughmore constitution. There were 61

members, of whom 50 were elected on a territorial basis,

six were nominated by the Governor and three were
officials. Peri Sunderam was elected uncontested for
Hatton and he became the Minister of Labour, Industry
and Commerce. He was the first Indian. Tamil to be a
Minister. 8- P. Vytilingam won the Talawakelle seat and’
I. X. Pereira was nominated.

The members in the state council were divided among’
seven executive committees, headed by a member who was-
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designated the minister. The seven ministers formed
the Board of Ministers and its head, was called the Leader
of the State Council :

The first State Council was dissolved on December 7,
1935. The second was inaugurated on March 17,1935 and
continued till June 4, 1947. Natesa Iyer contested Hatton
and Peri Sunderam declined to stand for election, calling
Natesa, Iyer ‘an upstart’. Natesa Iyer won easily. J. G.
Rajakulendran won Bandarawela and Vytilingam Talawa-
kelle, Pereira was nominated again.

That was the political and trade union setting in
which the Ceylon India Congress was born. Actually, two
different sets of circumstances led to the CIC’s emer-
gence. The first was what has been termed the ‘Chetty
erisis’ Nattukottai chettiars who had migrated to Ceylon
since the 1920s had carried on the business of banking ill
the British banks were established in the 1840s.

The Chettiyars then changed their role to that of
middle men., They borrowed from the banks and lent to
planters and businessmen at a slightly higher rate. This

arrangement went on till 1925, when a Nattikottai chet- .

tiar firm collapsed. This led to the exposure of many
malpractices by Nattukottai chettiar firms and the banks
immediately stopped lending them money.

To get over the sudden scarcity of cash, the chettiar
firms demanded repayment of their loans from: their Cey-
lonese clients. The Ceylonese borrowers were themselves
in financial straits owing to the global economic
depression and thus defaulted payment. The chettiars
put the promissory notes in suit and foreclosed their
mortgages. The pericd 1930-36 was full of such cases.
This resulted in an intense anti-chettiar campaign which
created a sense of uncertainty in that community. The

Nattukottai Chettiyar Sangam, which was formed many

years ago, suddenly set up and took notice.

The anti-Indianism surfacing at this time took many

forms and directions. There was an outery against toddy

and arrack renters. Thus came about the Baratha Youth
Association. Then there was an agitation to send back
Malayalee harbour workers, government  Sservants and
even sanitary workers. There was also a boveott cam-
paign against Indian retail shops and Jaffna cigars.
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There was a general atmosphere of uncertainty and
anxiety among Indian migrants, which led to the proli-
feration of various associations intended to protect their
interests.

The most prominent and influential of all the Indian
associations was the India Seva Sangam, with the leading
businessman Valliappa Chettiar as president. Abdul Aziz
a young graduate from Bombay whio (had migrated to
Lanka in the early thirties, was its secretary. Other
leading members were S. Sangaralingam Pillai, P. T.
Thanu Pf#llai, I. X. Pereira, Peri Sundaram, V. R. M.
Subramaniam Chettiar, H. Nelliah Pillai and S. P.
Vytilingam-

Since the anti-Indian campaign of Goonesinghe and
the Sinhala Maha Sabhas’ was catching up, an attempt
was made to bring all the Indian associations together.
A few joint meetings were he'd from time to time to

consider the question of the rights of people of Indian

origin.

These meetings vroduced two divergent views. The
older generation wanted to cc-operate with the British
colonial rulers and get safeguards from them. The youths
wanted to go along with the Gandhian struggle and urged
co-operation with the emerging Ceylonese nationalistic
forces.

Both these groups agreed that they must rove in the
plantation workers. That was because the plantation
workers formed the bulk of the Indian community and
constituted the most powerful sector.

Two important events took place at this time.
Goonasinghe, who had won the 1939 State Council elec-
tion on a communal platform, got the council to pass a
resolution calling for the deportation of 15,000 Indians,
despite strong opposition from the Tamil members. The
next was the decision of the State Council in 1939 to
deport all Indians appcinted to government service after
April 1, 1934, and to discontinue all Indians with less than’
ten years’ service, The resolution was moved by D- S.
Senanayake.

Those two incidents jolted the Indian community in
Ceylon. They realised the danger they faced. A special
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meeting of all the Indian associations was summoned.
It passed two resolutions. The first condemned the depor-
tation move by the State Council. The second authorised
the working committee to take up the matter with the
Indian National Congress and Mahatma Gandhi.

Moving both resolutions from the chair, Valliappa
Chettiar said: “We have ignored the anti-Indian propa-
ganda for long.- Now, things have gone too far. We must
act now or we will be the losers. We must get the Indian
National Congress to intervene on our behalf.”

A two-member delegation was sent immediately to
meet Gandhiji. Vytilingam and Pereira were chosen for
that purpose. They met Gandhiji in Delhi and briefed
him. He sgnt Jawaharlal Nehru as his special emissary
to talk with the Ceylonese. Nehru arrived in Colombo on
July 18. He met the Leader of the State Council D. S.
Senanayake and some Ministers. They tock an uncom-
promising stand. Senanayake told Nehru that many
educated Ceylonese were unemployed and they would
revolt if foreigners were allowed to rob them of their jobs.
All efforts at persuasion failed.

Nehru also met all the Indian organisation, separate-
ly and jointly, He advised them to unite if they were to
preserve their rights and privileges. He reiterated this
message at every meeting.

The Nattukottai Chettiar Sangam gave Nehru a
reception on July 22. In replying to the welcome speech
Nehru made an impressed plea for unity. He said: “I
see only one way out of the crisis. That is unity. You
must all get together under one flag. You must form u
single organisation, like the Indian National Congress’.

He spelled out a four-point jprogram of action. All
Indians living in Colombo should unite. The different
organisations in Colombo should weld into a single orga-
nisation. The plantation workers and others outside
Colombo should also be brought under the single organi-
sation. That unified organisation should voice the
problems of the Indian Tamils ’

Nehru found, to his surprise, that it was difficult to
bring these organisations together. No one was prepared
to sacrifice his position or power. After much persuasion,.
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the organisations agreed to give unity a try. The nego-
tiations started at nine o'clock on July 24, 1939.

It was a very long meeting. They argued over every-
thing. The elders suggested the united association should
be named the Ceylon Indian Central Association. 'The
youths wanted it to be called the Ceylon-Indian National
Congress. There were already two organisations so named,

They alsq quarelled over the membership of the
interim committee. It was around 10 p.m. and Nehru was
getting sick of the whole thing. “I am tired”, he sald__“I
want to go and sleep for some timé. B(_;fore I go I wish
to place my suggestion for your consideration. Pleass
consider it and if you reach an agreement wake me up.

He gave them a five-point formula. It was that phe
Ceylon Indian Central Association and the Q'eylop Indian
National Congress should be dissolved. An interim com-~
mittee of 18 people should be elected. Of them one would
be chairman, two deputy chairmen, and one a treasurer,
The balance membership of 14 would be divided equal}y
between the two organisations. This 18-member commit-
tee would co-opt seven members from the other associa-
tions. This 25-member committee would function as the
executive committee of the new organisation, to be named
the Ceylon Indian Congress.

After a three-hour debate, the delegates decided ta
accept the Nehru formula. They woke him up at 1.2()
am. on July 25, 1939. All delegates present at that early
morning session signed a declaration setting up the
Ceylon Indian Congress. Nehru signed that document as
3 witness and a guarantor. )

The committee met the same day and elected V. R.
M. V. A. Lakshmanan Chettiar — g ‘neutral’ — as presi-
dent, and H. M. Desai and Aziz as jo'nt secretaries. The
constitution of the organisation was drawn up that day
under the guidance of Nehru and it was agreed that
district committees should be set up immediately and
the first session held in September. .

Next evening, July 26, the Lanka Sama Samaja Party,
then a common organisation of all Marxists, arranged a
public rally at Galle Face green. Nehru was invited to
address that meeting on the Indian independence struggle
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and about the talks he had had with the Ceylon govern-
ment on the Indian Tamil problem. Nehru delivered 4
violent speech and Dr. Colvin R. de Silva interpreted it
into Sinhalese. A. E- Goonesinghe’s thugs started hooting
and tried to disrupt the meeting. Nehru got angry and
attempted to jump into the crowd to chase the disrupters.
Colvin held him tight and prevented him from getting into
the crowd. :

Nehru wanted the CIC to form district committees
in all the major towns in the plantation areas. He set
August as the deadline. The CIC took immediate action
to form district committees in Badulla, Hatton, Balan-
goda, Nuwara Eliya, Matale and Gampola. Thondaman
was elected the head of the Gamuvola district committee.
That was Thondaman’s first direct involvement in poli-
tics. He attended that meeting without the knowledge of
his father.

While the Indian leaders were busy organising the
Ceylon Indian Congress (CIC) Goonesinghe and his
supporters were making things very hot for the Indian
Tamils. Goonesinghe had captured the secretaryship of
the Sinhala Maha Sabha, and his anti-Indian ‘campaign
was becoming more vigorous and vindictive.

The government served notice to discontinue the
services of 800 Indians in Colombo. 'The government
issued a circular instructing the heads of government
departments mnot to recruit Indians. The Galle Urban
Council passed a resolution calling on the government not
to employ Indians.

At the instance of Gandhiji and Nehru, the Indian
National Congress passed a resolution criticising Lanka's
b'd to deport the Indians. The Ceylon Indian Congress
followed “suit.

India retaliated in 1939 by imposing a ban on

labour emigration to Lanka. This ban was a watershed -

in the history of Indo-Lanka relations and in the history
of the Indian immigrants People who had been moving
freely between the two countries for over a century, were
suddenly told to decide to make either India or Lanka
their home. A vast majoriiy chose Lanka.

The CIC executive committee was not very active.

Lakshmanan Chettiar was busy contesting the Puthu-.

kottal seat in the Madras State assembly election. He had
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been a member of that electorate earlier too, and had
won the 1939 August election with a convincing majority,

Initial enthusiasm in the new CIC had ebbed. There
was not enough enthusiasm among the district committees
to host the inaugural convention. No one had the neces-
sary financial backing to undertake that massive task.

£

The Gampola  district committee was worried. K,
Rajalingam, its secretary, called on Thondaman at Waven-
don one evening in July 1940, with D, Ramanujam and
Subbaiah, Ramanujam broached the topic apologetically,
“One year has passed since the CIC was formed. Nehruji
wanted the inaugural sessions to be held not later than
September last year. 'The leadership is anxious to have
it in the hill country. But no district commiittee 1s
willing to host the sessions”, he said. .

“Why?” Thondaman asked.

‘They say they don’t have the money”, Subbaiah
interjected.

Thondaman thought for a while and asked: “Shall
we host it?”

Rajalingam asked: “How are we to find the
money?”.

“We will try and collect some”, Thondaman said.

A week later the 'Gampola district committee met.
Besides the four who met at Wavendon, the others pre-
sent were S. Chokalinam Chettiar, treasurer, S. Soma-
sundaram. S. G. Samson, V. Sathappa  Chettiyar, J.
Samuvel, V. Annamalai, M. Ramasubramaniam, S. K. R.
Ramalingam, S. Charles and V. Murugappah.

The committee decided to host the inaugural
sessions and resolved to set up a reception committee to
make the arrangements. They asked Thondaman to
head it. .

Thondaman, Rajalingam and Ramanujam, went to
Colombo to meet the CIC president, Lakshmanan Chettiar
and inform him of their decision to host the inaugural
session. Chettiar told them there was a move to hold it
in Badulla and Aziz was organising it. Thondaman
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assured Chettiar that they would make the mauguratlon
a big show and won his consent.

It was, in fact, a big show. It was held on September
7 and 8 in Gampola town in a huge enclosure named

‘Nehru Nagar’. They also organised a carnival. Over a
lakh of ‘people attended the public meeting. Two guests

were invited from Madras.

One was V. V. Giri, then a labour leader, the other
was S. Sathiyamoorthy, a respected Indian National Con-
gress leader and a masterly onator.

Thondaman delivered the welcome speech. It was his
first major speech. He had only addressed small gather-
ings before. But that day there were thousands present
and Sathiyamoorthy was on stage. Thondaman was
nervous but as he started to speak some inner force
impelled him. He spoke with force and conviction.

First he explained why the Indian immigrants had
failed to organise themselves earlier, “We felt there was
no necessity to have a separate organisation because our
relationship with the Sinhalese was very good.”

Then he said the new political awareness that had
emerged among the Sinhala peoble, following the grant-
ing of universal suffrage in 1931, had been misdirected
into an anti-Indian movement. He also analysed the:
different discriminatory laws that had been enacted. Then
he dealt with the charge that Indians always ran to
India and to the ‘Indian National Congress for support.

“Can you exnect a minority community that had
been subjected to repeated harassment and discrimina-

tion not to get the support of someone sympathetic?” he:

asked.

He then traced the circumstances in which the CIC‘
was formed and said: “The CIC is a democratic organi-
sation. All its members, whether rich or poor, enjoy

similar rights. The CIC will not be the puppet of any.

rich individual or groups of individuals.”

After his speech, Sathiyamoorthy went up to Thon-
daman and congratulated him. “Keep it up young man"5
he said. .

Thondaman kept it up and grew into a politica.l'
leader. '
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CHAPTER 3

THE SATYAGRAHA

In a recent interview, Thondaman described the two
decades bf the forties and fifties as the “years of mis-
takes”. He said: “When I look back, I feel those twenty
years caused all the miseries we suffered and are now
trying to ‘V:orrect.”

The tempo of anti-Indianism accelerated in 1940s. The
government realised for the first time that India’s baa
on the emigration of labour had left in Ceylon’s lap over
six lakhs of Indians who had decided to settle down
there. The earlier migratory habits ceased. They became
permanent settlers. ’

This unexpected development upset the local admi-
nistration. A delegation led by D. S. Senanayake and S.
W. R. D. Bandaranaike went to Delhi to take ‘up the
matter with the Indian Viceroy. The Ceylon Indian Con-’
gress decided that it should present its viewpoint too.
A delegation was hurridly summoned with Peri Sundaram
as its leader. Other members were Desai Motha and
Aziz,

At the discussions Senanayake took up the position
that all Indian Tamils in Ceylon were Indian mnationals
and should be taken back by India. The Indian govern-
ment declined to accept that position. It held that many
Indians had settled in Ceylon for many years and had
4 right to continue to live there.

Bandaranaike said Ceylon could noi afford to have
more than two lakhs of Indians and the balance should
be taken back by India. The Indian officials declined
to accept that too.



Peri Sundaram argued that Indians with long -resi-
dence had qualified to become Ceylon citizens pnd tne
choice should be left to the people.

That was the first occasion Ceylones leaders went to
Delhi seeking a solution to the Indian immigrant prob-
lem.

The rising wave of anti-Indianism prompted large
numbers of Indians to join the CIC. At the time of the
Gampola sessioss, the membership exceeded over two
lakh and the majority of them wereplantation workers.
This made the CIC interested in the working conditions
of estate workers. When the leadership took up those
matters with estate managements they took up the
position that they cannot negotiate with political parties.
This led to the formation of the trade union wing, called
the Ceylon Indian Cingress Labour Union (CICLU) in
September 1940 a few days after the Gampola sessions.
Thondaman was elected leader and Aziz secretary.

Thondaman. though a novice. was backed by Peri
Sundaram, a veteran #n politics. Peri Sundaram
argued that Thondaman was worth his weiyht
in gold and had the time and money to spare for union
work. He also said that Thondaman possessed an inborn
quality for leadership. Peri Sundaram’s group voted for
Thondaman and within years Thondaman  became the
leader of Peri Sundaram’s group. .

'Thondaman’s first meeting with Peri Sundaram
was soon after he left school, His father, Karuppaiah,
tock him klong when he called on Peri Sundaram in
Colombo to discuss a business tfransaction. The meeting
was in Peri Sundaram’s study. lined with thick . bound
books.

That meeting produced two results: a kind of affec-
tion developed between Peri Sundaram and Thondaman;
and Thondaman develoved a love for boeks. But Thonda-
man never had time to read books. He once said: “I
normally read the first section and the Ilast section in
any book. Then I know what is in the middle.” '

Like Thondaman. Agziz also had come from AIndia to
join his father. Thondaman migrated while he was
young and lived and moved with the people of the
estates. His education was in the context of an estate
environment and he grew up an one of the pla,ntationL
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people. His thinking and views were shaped by that envi-
ronment. .

Aziz. joined his father in Colombo after getting g
commerce degree at Bombay University. He joined the
YMCA forum. He was more intellectually bent, theore-
tical and left-mindel. His inclinatios to trace unionism
was the outcome of leftist politics.

This difference in the psychology. character. environ-
ment and political thinking of these two men had an
extensive impact on the fate and history of the Indian
Tamils. They clashed for the presidentship of the CIC
in 1942. at the second sessions held in Kandy. That was
also the first session of the CIC Labour Union. At the
general council meeting Aziz got 31 votes to Thonda-
man’s 19.

That was the period that the newly formed Ileft
political parties were both fashionable and influential.
Their supvort for labour and the downtrodden won them
support. The educated sections of the Indian community
were also enamoured by leftist theories. These groups
and the Colombo-based leadership supported Aziz.

The following years were some of the most difficult
in the history of the CICLC. The War anc Defence Regu-
lation was in operation. Planters victimised workers who
joined the union. Trade union officials were not admitted
to the estates. Anyone who tried to enter was arrested
and charged under the Criminal Trespass Ordinance.
Aziz Thondaman and other leaders met the workers
stealthily outside at night and enrolled them.

This led to a lot of disatisfaction among the
labourers. There were strikes all over the plantations.
The unrest forced Labour Minister G. C. S. Corea to
summon the CICLU and the Employers’ Federation for
talks. They reached jan agreement dubbed the Seven-
Point Agreement intended to regulate the relationshin
between unions and employers.

In the second half of 1942 an order was made by
Geoffry Layton Commander-in-Chief of the British
armed forces and in overall control of .the island to
freeze the dearness allowance paid to plantation workers.

‘The CICLU executive committee met in emergency session

and directed its president, Aziz, to take up the matter
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with Layton. But Layton refused the request. Aziz then
wrote to him of the CICLU decision to contest the matter
in ‘court, under the defence regulations. Layton relented
and ordered payment of the allowance.

Layton was not prepared’ to take defeat. He . awaited
his /moment to pounce on the CICLU and AZ}Z. That
opportunity came in March 1943. At the CICLU’s second
annual sessions at Badulla, Aziz attacked the govern-
ment for its anti-Indianism and for neglecting est?).te
labour. He was charged in the district ciurt for causing
disaffection against the government and obstructing the
war effort. The district court committed Aziz for trial to
the Supreme Court. Aziz was defended by S. Nadesan and
N. Nadarajah. .

Nadesan moved that Aziz be freed on bail. The coul:t
refused the application. Aziz was remanded at Weli-
kada Prison.

Nadesan advised Aziz to ask for a Tamil-speaking
jury. Nadesan, who admitted the content of the speech,
argued that Aziz was entitled to his freedom of expres-
sion and freedom of speech, Aziz was acquitted by the
jury, six of the seven holding him not guilty.

By this time there was complete political turmcil in
South Asia. The Indian independence movement had
gathered momentum. Tts impact was also felt in Ceylon
There was a demand for constitutional reform. Britain
sent the Soulbury Commission which arrived in Colombo
in 1944. The Tamil Congress leader. G. G. Ponnambalam,
was toying with his famous “50-50” demand — that 50
percent of the parliamentary seats should be reserved
for the minorities.

It was at this time that the third annual sessions
of the CIC was held in Hatton. Chakaravarthi Raja-
gopalachchari (“Rajaji”’) was the chief guest. Ponnam-
balam met Rajaji to canvas the Indian leader’s support
for the 50-50 formula. Rajaji advised Ponnambalam to
drop the demand, that it was not practicable. He also
warned Ponnambalam that such solutions, even jf
achieved, would be merely temporary.

The CWC delegation, led by president Aziz, general
secretary Vaithilingam and Thanu Pillai also had a dis~
cussion with Ponnambalam. They could not work out.a
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The CIC delegation submitted to the Soulbury Com-
mission that it wanted constitutional safeguards for the
citizenship and voting rights of the people of recent
Indian, origin. Aziz, the delegation leader, told Lord Soul-
bury that the CIC supported the independence demand
and did not want the British to continue their rule on
the pretext of safeguarding the rights of minorities.

Many Indian Tamil leaders were dissatisfied with
Aziz’s stand. They feared that once the British left, the
Indian Tamils would be at the mercy of the chauvinistic
Sinhala leadership then gaining power. Their fear was
fuelled by the campaign that all Indian Tamils should
be either deported or disfranchised.

Aziz argued otherwise. He said it was immoral for a
party founded by Nehru to oppose independence. He
argued that the chauvinistic Sinhala forces were in the
minority and that Indian Tamils should align themselves
with the progressive forces of the Left and safeguard
their rights by bringing in a leftist government. He walso
held that the Sinhala, campaign was actually against the
Indian merchant community, not the plantation workers.
He'! prodded the CIC} towards the Left.

Aziz failed to get any substantial guarantees from
the Soulbury Commission. Ponnambalam’s fifty-fifty
demand was totally rejected. The Soulbury Commission
in its report said: “We are not inclined to agree that
the system of representation recommended by the Al}
Ceylon Tamil Congress contains the germs of develop-
ment and we do not regard it as a natural evolution from
the constitution of 1921 and 1924. On the contrary, we
would describe a system which purported to re-imipose
communal representation in the rigid form contemplated
as static rather than dynamic and we should not expect
to find in it seeds of a healthy and progressive advance
towards parliamentary self-government”.

It was in this setting that Thondaman was emerging
as a factor to be reckoned with. He was elected presi-.
dent of the CIC and the CICLU in 1945, at the Nuwara
Eliya sessions. defeating Aziz and he concentrated his
energies in building up the party and the trade union.
The major test for him came in 1946.

The members of 363 Indian Tami] families employed
in Knavsmere Estate in Bulathkohupitiya had cleared 400
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acres of forest land adjoining the estate and started.

cultivation, The governmentdecided toacquire that land
for estate erpansion and served notice on the workers
to quit. The workers appealed to the CICLU and Thonda-
man was informed. He advised the workers not to vacate
but tell the officials that they had occupied the land for
five years and had the right to live there.

The workers did exactly that. They were all arrested
and charged before a special court in Kegalle. The magis-
gistrate ordered their release on bail of Rs. 1000 each.
The CICLU did not have that money. Thondaman offered
to pay it himself. He mortgaged his estate.

The court sentenced 4all the workers to three
months’ imprisonment. Thondaman got them to appeal
to the Supreme Court. He called out the CICLU mem-
bers in the Hatton, Ratnapura, Yatiyantota and Kegalie
districts. The strike lasted 21 days. He also threatened to
cripple the entire estate sector if the government failed
to respond.

D. S. Senanayake, who also held the Mindstry of
Agriculture, summoned the Indian Representative in
Colombo, Aney, and started negotiations. They both met
the Governor, Sir Henry Monck-Mason Moore and urged
him to pardon all 363 workers.

On legal advice Thondaman directed all but the
worker Chelvanayakam to apply for pardon. Chelvanaya-
kam appealed against the magistrate’s decision to the

Supreme Court and then to the Privy Council. The Privy -
Council held that a squatter occupying land for a long:

period could not be evicted on a charge of trespass. The
case cost Thondaman ofer Rs. 2 lakhs,

While the CICLU was strengthening its political and
trade union base, the Soulbury Commission recommended
independence for Ceylon. :

A general election was held in 1947 to elect 95 mem-
bers to the first parliament. The CIC decided to contest
eight seats and won seven. Thondaman contested the
Nuwara Eliya seat and don it with a 6135 majority. He
polled 9386 votes. as against James Rutanam’s 3251 and
Lawrence Perera’s 1124,

The others elected on the CIC ticket were George
R. Motha (Maskeliya), K. Rajalingam (Nawalapitiya), K.
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Kumaravel (Kotakella), C. V. WVelupillai (Talawakelle),
S. M. Subbaiah (Badulla) and D. Ramanujam (Aluth-
nuwara). The CIC lost the Haputale seat. Motha died two
years later and Aziz won Maskeliya in the by-election in
March 1950.

The United National Party (UNP), formed by the
amalgamation of the Ceylon National Congress and the
Sinhala Maha Sabha and led by D. S. Senanayake, won
42 seats in the .101-member parliament. Event with the
support of -the six nominated members, Senanayake found
that he was still short of an absolute majority to form
the first cabinet of independent Ceylon. He was able to
win over a few of the 21 independents. Two of them
were Tamils — C. Suntharalingam and C. Sittambalam.
Both were made minigters.

The CIC group elected Thondaman as its leader and
sat in the opposition and worked closely with the 18-
member Left group (LSSP—10, BLP—5 and CP—3). Tamil
Congress had 7 MPs and the Labour Party one.

The leftists could not agree on a common candidate
as Leader of the Opposition. The LSSP leader, Dr. N. M.
Perera. functioned unofficially as Opposition leader until
the BLP, led by Dr Colvin R. de Silva joined the LSSP.
Wil'en Dr. Perera officially became Leader of the Oppo-
sition.

D. S. Senanayake, the Prime Minister. sensed the
danger that lay ahead for the UNP and the Sinhala
people. He realised the power of the Indian Tamil vote
which. he thought. if unchecked, would bring in a leftist
government in the future. He also realised the need to
whittle down Tamil influence and power. He persuaded
the cabinet/ to enact the citizenship laws.

D. S. Senanayake was also responsible for the state-
aided colonisation of the northern and eastern provinces
bv Sinhalese settlers. He had started on it while he was
Minister of Agriculture in the State Council. Parts of
Vavuniya, Trincomalee and Ampara (then Kalmunai)
districts were colonised. These two issues — citizenship
and colonisation — were the basic causes, ‘mistakes”,
that brought suffering to Lanka.

The Ceylon Citizenship Act was passed in 1948 and
it de-citizenised almost all Indian Tamils by a provision
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that only person born in Lanka prior to 15 November 1944

(the date later fixed by the minister) of a father born -

in Ceflon, could be recognised as a citizen.

The bill 'was moved by Prime Minister D. 8. Sena-
nafake and in his speech introducing it in parliamens,
he said every country had the right to determine the
persons who would be its citizens. He argued that the
Indian immigrants brought to Lanka by the British

colonial rulers had no abiding interest in the country.

and they themselves regarded themselve as temporary
residents. They had also deprived the Teal sons and
daughters of the soil, the Kandyan Sinhalese , of theit
land and work.

Thondaman, leader of the CIC group, met all those
arguments effectively. He said that they might have
come as temporary residents, but majority of them had
settled there voluntarily. Many of them had been in
Lanka for two or three generations and had gone to
India. “They are not temporary but permanent residents.
They are more the sons and daughters of the soil than
most of the Sinhalese” , he thundered.

On the question of depriving the Kandyan Sinhalese
of land and work, he gave a detailed analysis of the
true situation. The lands that were cleared for planting
coffee and later tea were forest lands that belonged to
the state. “My peonle toiled and made the waste land
productive”, lhe argued.

Thondaman claimed that he and his people were as
much Kandyan as anyone else. “It’s my home”, he said,
“I and my family are more attached to the Kandyan
land than many Kandyans.”

J. R. Jayewardene who was then Finance Minister
quipped: “A Kandyan Tamil”.

“Yes”, Thondaman said: “I'm a Kandyan Tamil”.

He contested the question of loyalty also. He said
the CIC had suvvorted the independence demand as
much as the UNP.

The Left parties joined the CIC in opposing the
citizenship Bill. They said it was a clever attempt by
the UNP to weaken the working class and prevent the
Left varties from capturing power through elections.

The Tamil Congress leader, Ponnambalam, said the real
purpose of the bill was to weaken the Tamil people and
that it was a black day for Ceylon. !
The Indian and Pakistani (Residents) Citizenship
Bill was passed in 1949. It laid down the qualifications
for Ceylonese citizenship. They were seven years of conti-
nued residence for a married person, from January 1,
1939; and ten years of continued residence from January
1, 1936 for unmarried persons. They were also expected
to have adequate means of livelihood. Their families.
normally should have been resident in Lanka and they
should be capable of observing the laws of the land.

When introducing  the bill in parliament, Prime
Minister Senanayake said the new law would enable
persons of Indian origin to gain their citizenship. But
the procedural and administrative requirements were
designed to prevent it. The phrase ‘continuous residence’
was given the strictest interpretation, thus preventing even
those persons who travelled to India on a brief holiday.
from acquiring citizenship. Insisting on birth certifi-
cates and other such requirements made citizenship an
almost impossible goal.

During the debate in parliament Thondaman high-
lighted this difficulty. He challanged Dudley Senanayake
to produce his grandfather’s birth certificate. He said
many people who migrated to Ceylon did not vpossess
birth certificates.

Between the passage of the law depriving Indian
Tamils of their citizenship and the law that vprescribed,
requirements to gain it, an important change took place.
The Tamil Congress decided to join the UNP governmenf
and that led to a split in the party. Five of the seven
led by Ponnambalam, joined the government. Ponnamba-
Jam was made Minister of Industries and Fisheries. S.J. V.
Chelvanayakam and C. Vanniasingham resigned from the
Tamil Congress and formed the Federal Party. Thonda-
man was one of the first Tamil politician o welcome’
the new Tamil party.

He telephoned Chelvanayakam and expressed his
pleasure. Later he called on Chelvanayakam  and urged
that the Federal Party and the CIC shou'd work in close
collaboration. The seed of Thondaman’s collabora.tion
with the Federal Party was sown then.
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Ponnambalam voted with the government for the
Indian and Pakistani (Residents) Citizenship Bill, though
he had earlier signed an agreement with the CIC to
oppose it. Suntharalingam who had earlier voted for the
disfranchising bill spoke against the second bill and
resigned his portfolio. The Federal Party opposed the bill
and voted against it. Cheivanayakam and Vanniasingham
used their legal prowess to show how unreasonable wers
the qualifications set for citizenship. The leftists too,
criticised the law as being too harsh.

The law allowed time for people of Indian and
Pakistani origin to apply for citizenship. The CIC work-
ing committee met immediately and, after lengthy discus-
sion, decided that no one should apply. Over 90 percent
of the people of Indian origin abided by the CIC
directive. They did not submit their application,

The CIC Executive Committee granted an exception
to the seven MPs. They were allowed to apply for citizen-
ship so that they could retain their seats in parliament.
Thondaman made his application giving the necessary
particulars to prove his claim for citizenship. The Assis-
tant Commissioner who dealt with the application asked
Thondaman to disclose all the details asked for by the
special regulation. He declined to do so.

“T'vel proved me case. Now it is your duty to make
a ruling. If it is rejected I will go to courts”, Thondaman
replied.

Peri Sundaram who was told of this dispute advised
Thondaman to supply the details asked for.

“So I will not do that. They are asking for the
details which they want to use against me. I am not
prepared to furnish evidence against me”, Thondamsn
said. '

The Commissioner of Immigration to whom the
matter was referred decided to grant the citizenship to
Thondaman. In his letter the Commissioner told Thon-
man: “Please do not adopt this non-cooperative atti-
ude in the future”.

While the CIC was busy with the boycott, a major
change occurred in the national political scene, D. S.
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Senanayake fell from his horse while taking his regular
morning ride on Galle Face green and died the follow-
ing day, March 22, 1952, .

Dudley Senanayake, his son, was sworn in as the new
Prime Minister, thus confirming the suspicions of S. W.
R.D. Bandaranaike, who had quit the U.N.P. a few months
earlier and formed his own political party, the Sri Lanka
Freedom Party (SLFP).

Bandaranaike broke away because he thought D. S.
Senanayake was grooming his nephew, John Kotelawela,
or his son as successor. The breaking point came when
D. S. Senanayake had declined to appoint Bandaranaike
acting Prime Minister during his visit to Australia.

To cash in on the tremendous wave of public sym-
pathy on the death of D. S. Senanayake, Dudley called for
elections which he fixed for April 28, 1952. ‘

He adopted a virulent communal campaign to win
extremist Sinhala support which, unlike the 1947 election,
was being weaned away from the UNP by the newly
formed SLFP. Dudley also faced a formidable challange
from the Sama Samajists and Communists who had orga-
nised the Urban working class into powerful trade unions.

Inaugurating the election campaign at Kelaniya, -
Dudley thundered: “The Sama Samajists and Commu-~
nists are embracing the Indians as comrades...... I want to
remind you that the Indian government threatened to
give no rice supplies to Ceylon if the land of Knavesmere
estate was not allotted to 400 Indian workers”.

The Indian High Commission in Colombo immedi-
ately refuted the charge and said that India at no stage
had brought the question of rice supplyinto those nego-
tiations. The high commission statement said India had
only expressed a desire that the rice should also be
distributed to Indian estate labour.

That request stemmed from earlier practices of for-
getting estate labour in food distribution. It hapvened
again) in 1972 and led to prolonged negotiations and
strikes.

When the election was called the Indian Tamil
community realised the plight to which they had been
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reduced. The seven parliamentarians who had registergd
themselves as Ceylon citizens and continued to be in
parliament even after the citizenship act, now found they
had no chance of re-entering the legisiature. As a state-
ment of the CIC then summarised.: “Only a handful of us
are now allowed to exercise citizenship”.

After prolonged discussions, the CIC decided to launch
a satyagraha. An action committee headed by '_I'ho'nda-
man was set up for that purpose. The Badulla sessions held
in the third week of April decided to launch the cam-
paign: from Monday, April 28. The CIC issued a stat.ement
to that effect at the conclusion of the Badulla sessions.

The statement said that through the satyagraha the
CIC sought to “appeal to the country’s conscience”. It
made it clear that in the movement...... “There is and
can be no trace of intimation or villification of thegov-
ernment or any section of the people”.

Their reason for the satyagraha decision, the state-
ment said, was that the status of the Indian Tamils had
been under negotiation for a long period of time and all
avenues of approach had been explored. It had been
discussed between the CIC and the Ceylon government
and even petween the Ceylon and Indian governments.
But there were no signs of settlement. The situation had,
in fact, deteriorated.

The CIC had already filed a legal suit challenging
the validity of the citizenship acts and of the amend-
ment of the franchise law before the Supreme Court—
which rejected it. Appeal at that time was pending
before the Privy Council.

The statement said that while awaiting the ruling of
the Privy Council, the CIC had decided to launch a satya-
graha campaign to focus public attention on the injustice
inflicted on a mass of people who had been born, bred
and had lived in Lanka for generations.

Through satyagraha we wish to focus public attention
on the need for securing (a) a citizenship law that is
reasonable and fair and (b) the immediate restoration of
the franchise to those deprived of it, enabling them to
exercise it at the forthcoming elections. In this endea-
vo