
 1 

    

PART 1 

 

HOME & FAMILY  
 

A Long Romance 
 

   Islamic tradition tells us that the first man was Adam whom 

God made after His image and blew something of his spirit 

thereby giving him a soul. Eve God created as his mate and the 

twain He united in the Garden of Eden.  The bliss was not to 

last long, for eating of the forbidden fruit, they were banished 

to earth to live and die and propagate their species for better or 

worse. 

  The spot where Adam is said to have alighted was, according 

to a widely accepted Muslim tradition, upon the summit of a 

mountain in the island of Sri Lanka, now known as Adamôs 

Peak. Eve is said to have made landfall in the Arabian 

Peninsula. The separation was not to last long, for an angel 

eventually led Eve to Adam, thus commencing the long and 

fascinating story of the human race. It is not only Muslims 

who hold on to this tradition. Even George Bernard Shaw held 

this view when he famously declared: Ceylon is the cradle of 

the human race because everyone there looks an original.  

  And so it was that the sons of Adam mated with the daughters 

of Eve for God had put desire in their hearts, desire of one for 

the other, man for woman and woman for man. It had to be 

that way or else the human race would have passed into 

oblivion long ago. With the baser desire also came a loftier 

sentiment, that of love, for to love and to be loved is the goal 

of all. True love however knows no barriers, but this can be a 

prerogative only of the strong-willed, not the weak-minded. 

   Going by this count, both my parents were rather headstrong 

people without a care for the world and its whimsical ways. To 
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love despite barriers also means that one must be strongly 

attracted to the other, which means that looks also count. This 

is all the more so when the people concerned belong to 

different communities. There has to be something beyond the 

ordinary, something rather exceptional to attract one to the 

other. That my parents were beautiful people therefore goes 

without saying. 

   My father Wazir Ghany Hussein hailed from a conservative 

Muslim family, one line of which traced its ancestry to the 

Prophet of Islam ï Muhammad. This line, if not the other, had 

a relatively recent Indian origin, the memory of which was lost 

within a generation or two as they became integrated, if not 

assimilated, into the local Muslim community. All this in spite 

of the fact that a good part of the local Muslims, descended as 

they are from Arabian merchants and mercenaries who arrived 

here very long ago, have had a very ancient presence in the 

island and have become more or less sons of the soil. 

 

 
My father Wazir Ghany outside his family home Darlington 
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 The larger Muslim community here little doubt regarded the 

family as a noble one, further facilitating its assimilation. My 

great grandfather Mehdi Hussein was after all no ordinary 

Indian interloper, but a Sayyid who traced his ancestry to the 

Prophet himself. Little wonder he had no difficulty finding a 

Moor bride from the upcountry and returned the favour by 

giving all his daughters in marriage to local Muslims.  

 

This went against his family tradition, for the Sayyids, 

especially those of Indian origin, do not marry out. That he did 

so, speaks much of his Islamic character, independent spirit, 

and as importantly his broad mindedness. Little wonder then 

that his eldest grandson Wazir, my father, went one step 

further, to marry my mother who hailed from a conservative 

Sinhalese Buddhist family after converting her to Islam. 

               

 
 

Great grandfather Syed Mahdi Hussein, a well known horse 

trainer of yesteryear who trained the famous Cottonhall 

 

Father certainly had no qualms about marrying out, especially 

with a woman from the majority Sinhalese community. He 
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fondly believed that the colloquial Sinhala name given to local 

Muslims, especially Moors, Marakkala, was a corruption of a 

longer designation maa rekka le (The blood I protected) 

supposed to have been uttered by the Sinhalese mother of a 

Muslim child, which he took to be a fitting testimony to the 

close relations that existed between Sinhalese and Muslim 

since time immemorial. The term actually had its origins in a 

Tamil loan Marakkalan meaning óboatmanô, a legacy of the 

Moorsô one-time reputation as maritime merchants.  

   My mother, Padmini Buddhadasa, hailed from a conservative 

Sinhalese Buddhist family with roots in Galle in the Southern 

coastal belt, part of the old Ruhuna country, long regarded as 

the bastion of Sinhalese Buddhism. Her paternal clan, the 

Wewelwala Hewages had their origins in Kalegana, Galle 

while her maternal folk, the Hewadewage Fernandos also had 

a Southern origin.  

               

 
Mother Padmini (standing) with sisters Sunethra, Nandani and 

Chandani and parents W.H.Buddhadasa and Myra Fernando 

 

Motherôs folk belonged to a caste group known as the Deva or 

Vahumpura, a caste group whose origins very little is known 
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about save for the fact that they claim a military origin from 

the ancient Kshatriyas, the Aryan warrior caste, a claim 

supported by the fact that a good many of their upper rungs are 

rather fair-skinned and bear names like Hevage óHouse of the 

Soldierô and Devage óHouse of the Devaô, deva being a 

synonym for the Kshatriyas of old. 

  They were, and still are, a staunchly Buddhist community, 

remaining so even in the days of European colonialism when 

Christian missionary activity was at its peak. Of this they 

would vaingloriously boast, often even proudly proclaiming 

that all their members were good Sinhala Buddhists; all except 

for a very few of course, like my mother who embraced Islam 

before marrying father and her youngest brother Lalith who 

became a Christian after marrying his sweetmeat Cheryl. That 

the family was staunchly Buddhist is borne out if nothing else 

by the name their father bore, Buddhadasa meaning óSlave of 

the Buddhaô a name shared also by a well known Sinhalese 

King reputed for his outstanding medical feats even on 

animals. 

 
The Buds on holiday.Buddhadasa, Myra and Seven Kids 

 

   As providence would have it, fatherôs family home 

Darlington in Alwis Place and motherôs family home 
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Chitrangi in Generalôs Lake Road were not very far apart and 

if not for Bishopôs College, an Anglican Girls School in 

Colpetty sandwiched between Boydôs Place and Beira Lake 

the two houses would probably have been visible to one 

another. The good Christian school however did not stand in 

the way. Bishopôs, in the best Anglican tradition, despite being 

founded by Christian missionaries from England, had opened 

its doors to students of other faiths, and mother who lived 

almost opposite had no difficulty in getting into this hallowed 

institution, bringing her a step closer to meeting her beau. 

  Those were the days when father, a strapping teenager, was 

schooling at Zahira College in Maradana. After school he and 

his brothers would find their way to their grandfatherôs house 

Darlington for lunch and would in the late afternoons play 

cricket in the large garden that bordered Bishopôs College, 

with friends like neighbour Ranjith who lived down 

Muhandiram Road and Berty who lived down Nelson Lane 

being invited over.  

  Having played a match or two, they would race one another 

from one end to the other. Resting a bit, would notice, peeping 

through a wire mesh that separated the property from Bishopôs 

College, some lovely lasses playing netball, upon which they 

would pass a comment or share a joke before finding their way 

home. They would have perhaps even caught a glimpse of a 

fair sprightly girl named Padmini who played a leading role in 

the schoolôs netball team.  

 

 
Padmini in more carefree times before marriage 
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    In the evenings after a game of cricket, the boys would find 

their way to the famous tosai kade, Shanmuga Bavanôs at 

Galle Road, Colpetty, almost opposite the American embassy, 

where they would order the waiter to get them those thick 

pancakes known as tosai the Tamils are famous for, crying out 

in Tamil: Nalla tosai soodu soodu kondu vaanga (Bring us 

some nice tosais hot hot!).  The food here was not only 

delicious, but also cheap with a tosai costing a mere 5 cents or 

so.  Sometimes they would, crossing St.Michaelôs Road, find 

their way to the nearby Perera & Sons outlet along Galle Road 

but nearer the old Walkersô Petrol station. Here they would 

have a few shorteats and perhaps an iced coffee while at the 

same time ófooling aroundô with the girls from Bishopôs 

College who resorted to the place after their classes.  

  Soon the shy Wazir would espy a fair lass playing tennis on 

the other side of the fence from the large garden of his 

ancestral home Darlington. She stood out from the rest of the 

girls frolicking on the tennis court of Bishopôs College. Her 

name he found out was Padmini and it would have come as a 

surprise to him that she lived down Generalôs Lake Road, a 

stoneôs throw away from Darlington. He would later tell his 

children how he used to scale the wall of the school to have a 

glimse of his sweetheart. He was hardly eighteen years old at 

the time and she just fourteen.  
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Mother outside her family home down Generalôs Lake Road 

 

   Despite living so close to each other, they could not meet 

face to face. That changed when the Disney Circarama came to 

town in the early 1960s. That was as part of an American 

industrial exhibition, which in typical yankee style mixed 

business with pleasure, doling out doughnuts to the crowds 

who thronged it for a couple of weeks.  

   Nothing, not even the doughnuts dished out by a fancy 

doughnut making machine they were showing off, pulled the 

crowds like the Circarama, a panoramic motion picture of 

America projected onto a giant circular screen so that it looked 

as if one were being driven through the US in a car. The tryst 

would change their lives forever. 
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Disney Circarama that came to town in the early 1960s 

 

    Later times saw the young Wazir, who had just stepped out 

of his teens, accompanied by his usual coterie of friends, 

visiting the yearly Saint Margarethôs fair organized by his 

sweetheartôs school. The fair, then as now, was a very lively 

one with a lot of stalls, like the games stall run by the senior 

girls which included among others a game where one had to 

toss three tennis balls into a bucket or hurl them to knock out 

some empty beer cans to bag the prize, much like the old 

fairground game of coconut shy the girls of an earlier era had 

organised.  

  It was only on such occasions disguised as chance encounters 

that the shy Wazir could meet his sweetheart accompanied by 

a girlfriend or two. One picture postcard he sent her showed a 

little girl with golden curls dressed in a chequered red frock 

and holding in her hands a cute chick against the backdrop of 

an azure blue sky. It had been printed in Italy in the muted 

colours of those days and was addressed to Padmini 

Buddhadasa, Bishopôs College. Guess from whom - ??Z??. 
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    The courtship lasted ten long years before the two decided 

to get hitched. For long had they tarried, and it was time to get 

married. Getting the blessings of the parents was no easy task. 

Society was still conservative at the time and mixed marriages 

were hardly heard of. Wazirôs mother certainly did not take to 

the idea too kindly and told him that if he indeed intended 

marrying a Sinhala girl, he had better wait till all his sisters, 

including the youngest, Shanaz, then just a little girl of seven 

or eight, had been given in marriage, lest his intended marriage 

out of the community harm the prospects of his sisters. She 

had of course overreacted, for as time would prove, her sonôs 

marriage to the Sinhala girl would not dampen the prospects of 

her daughters in the least bit, with the eldest going on to marry 

an engineer, the second a lawyer and the third a doctor, just as 

she had wished. 
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An early photograph of Wazir and Padmini who had started 

wearing Salvar Qameez like other young Muslim women 

 

   Padmini had to face a harsher reaction at the hands of her 

father who could not bring himself to accept the idea of his 

eldest daughter marrying a Muslim. They were, after all, good 

Sinhala Buddhists and he likely felt that he would lose face in 

his community which was known to be jealously Buddhist. 

The rest of his offspring would save him the trouble, for his 

second daughter Sunethra would choose to marry a Tamil from 

Jaffna  

 

             

 

Aunt Sunethra 

as a teenager on 

the steps of 

Chitrangi. She 

married a Tamil 

architect from 

Jaffna who 

worked next 

door 
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The old man eventually came to terms with it and took it quite 

well. How the rest of the clan reacted to motherôs marriage to 

father I cannot say, though judging from their later attitude 

towards our parents and us, it couldnôt have been bad. It was 

certainly better than when uncle Lalith was considering 

converting to Christianity to marry his sweetheart Cheryl, 

when one of his more outspoken cousins lamented that he 

would no longer be a Buddhadasa, but a Jesudasa ï a slave of 

Jesus! 

  Upon converting to Islam mother took a new Arabic name 

Sameera. Although the Islamic faith does not require that 

converts shed their names, it is common in this country to do 

so, if for nothing else to give them a more Middle Eastern ring. 

Curiously her new name was rather unbecoming for a Muslim 

woman, or any woman for that matter, for it meant ónight 

partnerô rather like some shady character from the Arabian 

Nights. Her earlier name Padmini, a Sanskrit word meaning 

óLotus-like oneô arguably had a better meaning, but such 

considerations are often lost in the fervour of conversion.  

 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

Father and 

mother on 

their 

wedding 

day 
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The newly weds were soon on their way to Kandy and rented a 

house at Victoria Drive, Kandy (Present day Sangharaja 

Mawatha) nicknamed Ginipetti Gedara (Matchbox House) 

after its peculiar shape.  

  Why they chose Kandy, then a sleepy town by the lake, is 

intriguing. Perhaps it had something to do with fatherôs 

fascination for cooler climes. Legend has it that Kandy, the 

capital of the Sinhala Kingdom of old, was discovered by a 

Brahmin hermit - an earthly Eden of sorts, with clear springs 

and groves of orange in the forest coupled with strange 

happenings such as a hare pursued by a pack of jackals 

suddenly turning on them and putting them to flight.  

 

 
Victoria Drive, Kandy in the olden days 
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The Early Years 
 

   Being born on a Leap Year is not a bad thing, except that 

your birthday falls once every four years. But there I was, a 

Bohemian from birth, pushed to start life in a bright new world 

that fateful day of 29th of February, 1972. It would have come 

as a relief that I wasnôt alone, for my twin brother Asgar had 

been born 12 minutes earlier, that very same day. 

 

 
Lakeside Adventist Hospital,Kandy, where we were born 

 

  Our early infancy was spent at Victoria Drive facing the 

picturesque Kandy Lake. Here, our parents rented out a house 

nicknamed Ginipetti Gedara owned by one time Kandy MP 

Shelton Ranaraja, almost next door to the place of our birth 

Lakeside Adventist Hospital.  
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Father and mother with me and my twin brother Asgar. 1972 

 

   Our little family, nine months after our birth, moved to 

No.16, Stratford Avenue in Kirulapone where fatherôs family 

was residing following their departure from their ancestral 

home Darlington and were given a little room upstairs facing 

the front garden.  

 
House in Kirulapone down Stratford Avenue 
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   It was here that my earliest memories were formed, for I can 

remember mother breastfeeding baby brother Altaf seated on a 

chair near the entrance to the room. Also fresh in my mind is 

fatherôs little sister Shanaz rushing up or down the stairs with a 

broom crying out that a mouse had bitten her toe though it is 

possible that she was simply acting it out, a pantomime of 

sorts, just to amuse or frighten us.  

 
Twins at Kirulapone House, Stratford Avenue. Early 1970s 

 

    Before long we had moved to my motherôs parental home at 

No.201, Generalôs Lake Road, a fine residential area at the 

intersection of three wards of Colombo, Colpetty, Slave Island 

and Cinnamon Gardens. Here we would spend much of our 

childhood and even a good part of our adolescence, indeed the 

finest moments of our lives. And to think we simply called it 

Accha House (Grandma House). We called it as such to 

distinguish it from another house which was close to our hearts 

and a second home of sorts Umma House not very far away, 

where our paternal grandmother whom we called Umma lived.    

   The room we were given by motherôs folk, not as a dowry, 

but as a gesture of goodwill to a daughter of the house, was a 

delightfully spacious bedroom with a very high ceiling and a 

skylight in a corner attached to which was a smaller chamber 

which doubled as a kitchen.    
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Our 4 year bôday party at Accha House with fatherôs kin 

 

A section at the very front of the house which had the added 

commercial advantage of opening out to the road on one side 

was also given to our parents to serve as a base for their 

auctioning business, a board on top of it boldly proclaiming 

that it was the office of 555 Auctions run by our parents Wazir 

and Sameera Hussein. It also showcased items to capture the 

fancy of passers-by, the best one I remember being this little 

silver-coloured helicopter whose rotors would whirl at the 

slightest kiss of sunlight.  

    A portion of the room screeened by a partition of some sort 

housed a large open wooden bookcase which we called óOur 

Libraryô, for it held our entire book collection that had steadily 

grown over the years.We were soon taking over other parts of 

the house as well, such as when we built a little lab with about 

a hundred chemicals ï not just the basic elements, but more 

corrosive ones like acids, alkalis and even liquid gases that 

gave out horrible smells - near a corner of the dining room. 

Nobody objected even to this, though every once in a while we 

had to put up with the occasional grumble from grandma that 

dabbling in chemicals was not a good thing. 



 18 

  That we were naughty goes without saying, but they all had 

to put up with us, even the matriarch of the house. If itôs 

anything to go by, grandma addressed us twins as Jo and Po, a 

corruption perhaps of Asgar and Asiff, though how many 

transmutations it went through to acquire these simple 

monosyllabic forms I cannot say.  Or could it have been some 

lingering thought of that horrid little fellow Georgie Porgie 

which she broke into two when she chortled out our names, the 

Georgie Porgie an old nursery rhyme sings of: 

 

Georgie Porgie pudding and pie 

Kissed the girls and made them cry 
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Accha House 
 

   It was at óAccha Houseô, motherôs parental home that we 

spent the good part of our childhood. Accha House was not its 

real name though. It was the name my siblings and I gave it, 

calling it after its matriarch - our maternal grandmother whom 

we called Accha. The actual name of the house was Chitrangi  

at No.201, Generalôs Lake Road. Though later included in the 

Slave Island Ward, it was originally part of old Colpetty. 

   The house was occupied by my grandparents,Buddhadasa 

and his newly-wed wife Myra in the immediate post-war 

period, in 1946 or 1947. It was here that all the seven children 

of the Buddhadasa family, including my mother Padmini, grew 

up. The house was named Chitrangi, Sanskrit for óCharming 

bodyô by my grandfather who probably thought much of her 

beauty. Though not very impressive from the front, being a 

single-storeyed house with a modest facade, it was 

nevertheless a large one that extended a long way backwards, 

with big airy rooms and tall ceilings.  

   A grill iron gate with ornate floral patterns much like fleur de 

lis and painted a light blue stood proudly between the outside 

world and Chitrangi of charming body. Though built of iron 

the gate could easily be scaled by any intruder and if nothing 

else it served as a sort of flimsy see-through veil to the beauty 

within. Her mouth, through which one entered comprised a 

series of steps on one side, polished or painted bright red as if 

she had like some amorous, nay lascivious maiden had stuck 

her tongue out beyond her almost dribbling lips in the rapture 

of a loverôs embrace. This led to a double door, painted milk 

white, rather like teeth, that opened in to her copious throat - 

the hallway which was quite large in comparison to the rest of 

the rooms that formed her innards. 

  For her eyes, she had a couple of windows at the front of the 

hall that looked out towards the road, the three or so white 

metal bars that secured it sufficiently spaced to give her a good 

view of the outside world and let in a fair amount of light and 

air.  
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Homely scene at Accha house. Mother with aunt Sunethra in 

the front hall. Another sister could be seen seated 

 

Further down, in the centre of the hall stood a sturdy circular 

wooden table with four legs. This was in a sense the heart of 

the house. It had stood thus for well over thirty years and still 

stood strong. In a way it symbolized the conservative spirit of 

those times, so unyielding to this thing we call change, to 

which eventually it would have to give way, losing its 

commanding position in the hall and a place in the house, but 

only when all its members had left it for good, never to return 

again. For it was only then, when there was no life left, that the 

heart of the house ceased to be. 
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    Mother as a babe on the round table at Accha House 

 

  The main hall opened out on the right to a large inner hall 

which had all the insignia of a decent Sinhalese family, 

including among others, some framed black and white family 

photographs including that of a man with a toothbrush 

moustache that looked very much like Hitlerôs, but fortunately 

happened to be a great grandfather of mine going by the name 

of Hendrick; a cabinet of some really outdated tomes 

belonging to a grandfather named Buddhadasa; curios like a 

Geisha girl attired in red kimono which for some peculiar 

reason was placed under a round table which hardly anybody 

could see unless they bent low, as if kow-towing to it; a 

vintage tube radio embedded in a light brown wooden cabinet 

which covered all except the speaker set in the centre of it in 

circular fashion, a black dial-up telephone bearing a 5-digit 

number 26465 as was usual then and when television came, a 

box-like TV set or two. Here also stood on one corner a little 

table upon which a garish image of the Buddha sat in calm 

contemplation. 
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Inner Hall of Accha House with Hussein boys and their Karu 

cousins in front of TV sets as they looked back then 

 

   Passing the hall through a white double door paned with 

glass one entered the innards of the house; firstly, her stomach, 

the dining room which was frequented by gluttons and 

gourmands of every description, who, sedately seated along 

the length and breadth of its large table, gulped, gobbled and 

gormandized whatever they could get past their throats till 

their tummies could take no more.  Aiding and abetting in the 

gastronomic orgy closer to the doorway in one corner stood a 

large enamel-coated creamy-white refrigerator standing ever 

so still that one might think it played no part in the unsavoury 

goings on here.  
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Scene in the dining room. Lakmini with aunt Nandani 

 

   Facing the dining room were two spacious bedrooms, the one 

on the left occupied by our grandmother Myra and her grown 

up, yet unmarried brood, and the one on the right by father, 

mother and their three boys.  

 

 
An old photo of Acchaôs room. Sadly I donôt have a single pic 

of the room we lived in, though it was similar to this. 

 


